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Introduction
Hidden In History: The Legacy Of Eugenics In America
“Getting married was a good idea/ but now we’ve got five kids to rear/ way
things are going there’s a youngin’ each year. / What are we gonna do, my
darling?”- Windsong, Human Betterment League of NC television spot, 1971.
When we think of eugenics, we think of the Nazis. The word evokes images of
Jewish people being corralled and sent to gas chambers in the largest genocide the world
has ever seen. However, eugenics is not a German invention. It originated in the United
States. From 1907-1974, over 65,000 Americans were sterilized through government
programs in more than thirty states.1 These initiatives targeted members of society who
possessed ostensibly hereditary traits that made them “unfit” to reproduce in the eyes of
eugenicists. This policy received legal grounding in Buck v. Bell (1927) when the United
States Supreme Court ruled that states had the right to sterilize genetically “defective”
Americans.2 In the majority opinion, Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes famously stated,
“Three generations of imbeciles are enough.”3
With its etymological roots in the Greek word for “good birth,” the term
“eugenics” was first coined in the early 1900s by English scientist Sir Francis Galton as,
“the study of all agencies under control which can improve or impair the racial quality of
future generations.”4 Galton originally made a distinction between “positive” and
“negative” eugenics, the former referring to voluntary family planning and the use of
gene selection to make biologically ideal marriages.

1

Harry Bruinius, Better for All the World: The Secret history of Forced Sterilization and America’s Quest
for Racial Purity, (New York: Vintage Books, 2006), 9.
2
Idib.
3
Idib.,7.
4
Edwin Black, War Against the Weak: Eugenics and America's Campaign to Create a Master Race (New
York: Four Windows Eight Walls, 2003), 18.
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However, these once positive aspirations soon gained negative connotations when
the language of eugenics moved into the realm of coercion. In his book, War Against the
Weak: Eugenics and America’s Campaign to Create a Master Race, Edwin Black
discusses this shift in perspective:
Everything Galtonian eugenics hoped to accomplish with good matrimonial choices, American
eugenicists preferred to achieve through draconian preventative measures designed to delete
millions f potential citizens deemed unfit. American eugenicists were convinced they could
forcible reshape humanity in their own image.5

Breeding was now framed as a process of elimination rather than selection; eugenicists
began focusing on who should not reproduce rather than who ought to. In order to ensure
genetically perfect unions, those who were “unfit” needed to be removed from the
candidate pool entirely. The only way make this permanent was through sterilization.
This shift in perspective can be attributed to Charles Davenport, a highly religious
American civil engineer and the father of modern eugenics. In 1903, Davenport partnered
with the American Breeder’s Association (ABA), which agreed to support his efforts in
formulating a Eugenics Record Office, “to quietly register the genetic backgrounds of all
Americans.”6 In order to do so, Davenport and his team had to actively search for those
who qualified as “unfit” by standards they themselves had created.
The “standards” for judging the quality of a trait were by no means objective or
scientific. As Black writes:
Ten groups were eventually identified as “socially unfit” and targeted for “elimination.” First, the
feebleminded; second, the pauper class, third, the inebriate class or alcoholics; fourth, criminals of
all descriptions including petty criminals and those jailed for nonpayment of fines; fifth,
epileptics; sixth, the insane; seventh, the constitutionally weak class; eighth, those predisposed to
specific diseases; ninth, the deformed; tenth, those with defective sense organs, that is, the deaf,
blind, and mute.7

5

Black, War Against the Weak, 21.
Ibid., 45.
7
Ibid., 58.
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These categories were formulated during an ABA committee meeting in 1911. In the
midst of the Progressive Era, eugenics was contextualized by an overall commitment to
the betterment of society through education and social reform.8 At this gathering, the
group discussed how it could begin, “purging the blood of the American people of the
handicapping and deteriorating influences of these anti-social classes.”9 Based on these
regulations, it was estimated that ten percent of the population of the United State was
“socially unfit.”10 By term “elimination,” they meant that any person who fell under one
or more these ten categories needed to be “purged” through sterilization.
The term “feebleminded” stands out as the first and most vague requirement for
sterilization because what constitutes “feeblemindedness” was never clearly defined.11 Is
it in reference to one’s literacy or ability to take care of oneself? At what age can a person
first be classified as “feebleminded?” If it is describing a mental disability, where is the
line drawn in terms of severity? This seemingly deliberate ambiguity allowed the ABA to
justify the sterilization of most individuals it deemed “unfit.”
The ABA believed “feeblemindedness,” poverty, alcoholism, and other social
traits could be found in “defective germ-plasma that might pop up in future
generations.”12 These pseudoscientific beliefs were the foundation of the eugenics
movement and promoted the idea that if one grew up poor, then one’s children will be
poor and so will their children for generations to come.
***

8
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4
I first learned about these sterilization programs by chance. Browsing The New
York Times one morning in December of 2011, I came across a headline that shocked me,
“Thousands Sterilized, a State Weighs Restitution.” The article discussed a sterilization
program in North Carolina and the state’s fight for victim compensation. I could not
believe this was the first time I was hearing about coercive sterilizations committed in the
United States. It was appalling to discover the violations committed against, “uneducated
young girls who had been raped by older men, poor teenagers from large families, people
with epilepsy and those deemed to be too ‘feeble-minded’ to raise children”13 occurred as
late as the 1970s. The article went on to reveal that the sterilization of an estimated 7,600
people was, “once considered a legitimate way to keep welfare rolls small, stop poverty
and improve the gene pool.”14
However, what shocked me the most was that I had never learned about this event
in school. This was the first time I had felt as though my education had failed me.
Furthermore, the amount of public awareness about the presence and scope of these
sterilization programs is staggeringly low; in casual conversations about this topic, a
common reaction people have is, “Wait, this happened here?” Given that the majority of
states in the United States had eugenics programs, it is curious that so little is known
about the existence and extent to which such programs operated.
This project focuses on the sterilization program in North Carolina because it was,
in two senses, the most radical: it was the only state to give social workers the power to
petition the Eugenics Review Board and is now making history by awarding financial
compensation to victims of its program. The complications and moral quandaries
13

Kim Severson, “Thousands Sterilized, a State Weighs Restitution.” New York Times, December 9, 2011,
accessed April 26, 2014.
14
Ibid.
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surrounding this era provide a lens through which one can examine issues of state
control, human rights, and the importance of public memory. This project explores
questions such as how eugenicists convinced the general public of the program’s
legitimacy, how the role of social workers changed the dynamic of the sterilization
movement, and why victim compensation was approved while public knowledge of the
history of this program is still so lacking.
Chapter one looks at the role played by public health campaigns, media outlets,
and independent eugenics organizations in generating public support for North Carolina’s
sterilization program. The quotations at the beginning of each chapter are taken from the
television advertisements of one such group, the Human Betterment League of North
Carolina. The main benefactors of the HBL played a large part in the birth control
movement15 while simultaneously advocating for the sterilization of “morons” in North
Carolina. This group is responsible for the “rebranding” of eugenics that allowed the
program to weather the backlash its from associations with Nazi Germany post-WWII,
and persist for almost thirty more years after the war’s end.
Chapter two uses the work of Michael Foucault to analyze the intersection
between race and compassionate pity in the state’s attempt to manage the lives of its
citizens. North Carolina’s sterilization program serves as a case study of this idea. This
“bio-politics” of reproduction is manifested in the role of the social worker as an agent of
the state. By looking at North Carolina through a socio-historical lens, we can see the
complicated nature of these actions; many social workers believed they were fulfilling
their duty to the state while providing women with a service that was for their own good.

15

Johanna Schoen, Choice and Coercion: Birth Control, Sterilization, and Abortion in Public Health and
Welfare. (Chapel Hill, North Carolina: University of North Carolina Press, 2005), 30.

6
The chapter ends by chronicling the termination of the sterilization program and the
confluence of political and historical events that led to its ultimate demise.
Finally, chapter three traces North Carolina’s sterilization movement up to the
present and examines how the state came to create a $10 million fund for victim
compensation.16 It examines the process of the Governor’s Task Force in determining
how much compensation should be recommended and the importance of a public hearing
where victims could testify about their sterilizations. Furthermore, it looks at the
rhetorical strategies used to convince both liberal and conservative members of the North
Carolina General Assembly that victim compensation was in accordance with their
values. This chapter then discusses of the lack of public commemoration and education
that has occurred as a result of this historic achievement. It concludes with possible
suggestions for how to better administer outreach programs in order to identify living
victims and to incorporate the eugenics program into the history of the United States.
The actions taken by the media, the government, and the general public formed a
network that allowed for the continuation of North Carolina’s eugenics program long past
those of its counterparts. In order to guarantee that these actions do not remain hidden,
we must confront them in manner that exposes as well as educates. This project will
deconstruct this web to ensure that American’s do not remain shielded from their
country’s complex history with eugenics for any longer.

16

Kim Severson, “North Carolina: Budget Pays Eugenics Victims,” New York Times, July 24, 2013,
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Chapter 1
Rebranding Eugenics: Public Complacency And The Human Betterment League
“Got enough children, what do we do? / Got enough children, what do we do? /
Got enough children, what do we do? / Go to the clinic, darling.”- Windsong,
Human Betterment League of NC television spot, 1971
When an act of violence enters the realm of public knowledge it becomes visible.
With this mindset, one would think that once the relationship between American and
German eugenics programs became publically scrutinized during WWII, all sterilization
programs would cease operating. That was not the case in North Carolina. After 1945,
North Carolina’s sterilization rates increased despite the termination of almost all other
programs in the United States.17 However, this anomaly did not occur organically; it was
the result of carefully crafted public health campaign to portray the Eugenics Review
Board as a humanitarian group fighting an uphill battle against poverty. Through the
cooperation of various media outlets and private organizations, eugenicists were able to
achieve their goal of public complacency and support for sterilization despite the negative
associations the movement had gained.
Beginning in the early 1900s, American eugenicists took the budding German
eugenics movement under their wing. As mentors, they shared their research, ideas, and
ultimate visions for eugenics programs throughout the world with them. However, this
relationship shifted in 1924 when Adolf Hitler entered the political sphere.18 Seeing that
Hitler could further their hereditary agenda on a mass scale, American eugenicists forged

17
18

Schoen, Choice and Coercion, 106.
Black, War Against the Weak, 280.
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an even stronger partnership with German eugenicists and began to include the term
“race hygiene” in the lexicon of American eugenics.19
Germany’s desire to develop its eugenics program stemmed from growing
concerns about its population decline. In his book, The Nazi Connection, Stefan Kühl
discusses a speech made by Falk Ruttke, a member of the Committee for Population and
Race Polices in the Third Reich Ministry of the Interior, at the 1934 International
Federation of Eugenics Organizations meeting in Zurich. During the conference, Ruttke
claimed how the condition of the Germany population was “unfavorable, not to say
disastrous.” 20 He went on to say that before 1933, the country’s declining birth rate, “left
only the dependent part of the community rising in numbers.”21 The Nazis associated this
decline in birth rates with a decline in the overall quality of the population. This growing
fear that the “dependent part of the community” were reproducing more than the elite
members of society was especially distressing as Germany’s power was beginning to rise.
Producing a population of “desired” individuals was serving the best interest of the state.
An international conference on eugenics shows how far spread such beliefs had
become. The desire to raise fertility rates was especially prominent in Britain, France, and
Russia, which lost a large number of soldiers during WWI.22 These countries viewed
eugenics as a way to replenish their population in a way that encouraged the breeding of
“elites” to replace those who had died. Presenting “quality reproduction” as a way to
manage the state was an idea that spread throughout Europe. Before German eugenicists

19

Black, War Against the Weak, 281.
Stefan Kühl, The Nazi Connection, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994.) 28.
21
Ibid.
22
Michael Teitlebaum and Jay Winter, The Fear of Population Decline. (New York: Academic Press,
INC., 1985) 48.
20
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turned to practices of euthanasia, their eugenic ideologies were no different from the rest
of Europe’s.
Kühl goes on to say that eugenicists considered themselves to be both “scientists
and activists.”23 This exemplifies the inseparable nature of eugenics from politics and its
influence on policies designed to protect the state from those deemed “unfit.”
Considering the political climate of the time, one cannot view the actions of German
eugenicists as purely malevolent. They were operating under widely held assumptions
about race and hereditary eugenics believed to prevent the demise of the German state.
Although these beliefs were later disproved, the conviction with which eugenicists acted
came from their desire for social change.
The anxiety that growing populations comprised of “undesirables” posed a threat
to national stability was not just isolated to Europe; this fear manifested itself in the
expanding immigrant population of the United States as well.24 The assumptions and
standards used to determine “quality” were similar as well. In fact, the categories for
sterilization in Germany were identical to those set forth by American eugenicists at the
beginning of the movement. However, by 1934, German eugenicists had far surpassed
their American counterparts through the implementation of German’s first nation-wide
sterilization law. During the year known as “Hitler’s cut,” the Third Reich sterilized
56,000 people.25
The scale of this movement in conjunction with the implementation of the
Nuremberg Laws in 1935, which deprived Jews of their German citizenship, caused
American groups and media outlets to question the United States’ relationship with
23

Kühl, The Nazi Connection, 66.
Teitlebaum and Winter, The Fear of Population Decline, 45.
25
Black, War Against the Weak, 304.
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Germany. Barring some devoted eugenicists, the withdrawal of support for Nazi eugenics
programs was unanimous in 1939 once Hitler’s eugenic policies turned from sterilization
to euthanasia during WWII. 26 There is a distinction to be made between eugenics ideals
and the extreme nature to which the Nazis applied these principles. Yet, prior to that
action, the distinction was difficult to see.
Although there is a clear timeline for the withdrawal of American support for
German eugenics, the trajectory for public exposure is not as defined. The relationship
between American and Nazi eugenicists was not a secret; in many scientific journals their
partnership was praised and seen as the beginning of the global expansion of the
American eugenics program.27 The extent to which the general public outside of the
scientific community was aware of the depth of their relationships is unclear. However,
there is no question that the American people were aware that components of eugenics
were being dispersed throughout Europe. Eugenics programs were not novel concepts;
they were heavily steeped in the national consciousness of powerful European countries
and the United States.
Why then were American eugenicists not punished for their actions? If they were
the primary teachers of Nazi eugenicists, why were they not held accountable for their
role in the Holocaust? Perhaps the enormity of the genocide committed by the Nazis
eclipsed the part played by American eugenicists. The argument can be made that they
did not know how far Hitler intended on taking their ideas and were therefore absolved
from blame.

26
27

Kühl, The Nazi Connection, 65.
Black, War Against the Weak, 304.
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There is also the possibility that Americans believed a version of the truth they
wanted to believe, that America came and rescued the world form the horrors of WWII
and thus should only be portrayed as crusaders of justice and democracy. It should be
noted that during The Doctors’ Trial in from 1946-1947 in Nuremberg after WWII, only
German doctors were tried.28 Furthermore, these trials were held before a United States
Military Court and presided over by American judges. The notion that Americans could
have played any part in the inception, cultivation, and overall implementation of the
Holocaust would have tarnished the image they had created for themselves.
On the heels of this mass atrocity, it is unfathomable that a eugenics program was
able to continue let alone become strengthened in North Carolina; the United States
denounced one butchery while simultaneously sanctioning another. One explanation for
the persistence of these ideals is the presence of the Human Betterment League of North
Carolina (HBL). Created in 1947, the HBL was started by elite members of society in
Winston-Salem, NC.29 Two of its main founders were James Hanes of Hanes Hosiery and
Dr. Clarence Gamble of the Proctor & Gamble fortune. The combination of Hanes’ and
Gamble’s celebrity and their large financial contributions to the HBL gave the Eugenics
Review Board a newfound legitimacy going into the post WWII era. The influence this
group had was furthered by the fact that Hanes served as the mayor of Winston-Salem
from 1921-1925.30
Yet, the most important achievement by the HBL was the manner in which it
effectively rebranded the concept of “eugenics.” After the term became directly
28

“The Doctor’s Trial: The Medical Case of the Subsequent Nuremburg Proceedings,” The United State
Holocaust Memorial Museum, accessed April 28, 2013.
29
John Railey and Kevin Begos et. al., Against Their Will. (Alalachicola, Florida: Gray Oak Books, 2012),
71.
30
“Winston-Salem Mayor Biographies,” City of Winston-Salem North Carolina. Accessed March 3, 2014.
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associated with the Nazis, eugenicists needed to find a way to promote their agenda
without inciting public outcry. By shying away from terms such as “eugenics” and “race
purity” and instead choosing “selective sterilization” and “progressive,” the HBL was
using more palatable language to convey the same ideas. This is why it is rare to see the
term “eugenics” in any of its pamphlets or propaganda videos; the term was toxic and in
order for it to continue garnering public support for sterilization programs, its version of
eugenics needed to be perceived as different from the eugenics of the Nazis.
In 1948, Hanes and Gamble made a further attempt to solidify this rhetorical
change and prove the necessity of the HBL. They paid for an IQ test to be administered to
ninety-five percent of elementary school students in Winston-Salem. The results showed
that black American students scored lower than white American students. The HBL used
this finding as precedent for the continued sterilization of the “feebleminded,” a label
which remained ill defined and unclear.31 They failed to realize the vast array of reasons
why children who were five to eleven years old might not have performed well on a test
designed by white American men and only tested on white American children. The HBL
claimed the racial inconsistencies in the number of sterilizations being performed were an
independent factor in the various litmus tests it conducted.
This belief was corroborated by Moya Woodside in her book, Sterilization in
North Carolina: A Sociological and Psychological Study. Published in 1950, Woodside’s
study discusses her “research” finding that, “There is need for special education among
the lower-class Negro groups, since it is here that fertility is highest and mental defect

31

Danielle Deaver, “City’s Kids Put to the Test in ’48.” The Winston-Salem Journal, December 9, 2002.
Accessed March 3, 2014.
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more prevalent.”32 Woodside is presenting her opinions as facts, deeming all poor black
Americans less competent and less intelligent than white Americans. By prefacing her
view with a call for more “special education” for lower-class black Americans, Woodside
frames her statement in a manner which makes sterilization seem as though it is in the
best interest of a strata of society that cannot care for itself.
However, the tone and purpose of Woodside’s book was not devoid of external
influences; Gamble personally funded the research for Woodside’s book. The fact that
the majority of her financial backing came from one of the most prominent eugenicists in
the country leads one to question Woodside’s motives. Her depictions of black
Americans provided the HBL with the justification and “facts” it needed to launch a
public campaign to promote sterilizations when most states had ended their eugenics
programs. Woodside was the “objective third party” who could be cited when its beliefs
about the necessity of sterilizing poor black Americans were questioned.
In addition to funding publications and IQ tests, Gamble was instrumental in
funding birth control clinics all throughout North Carolina. In her book, Choice and
Coercion, Johanna Schoen chronicles Gamble’s role in the inception of these clinics. By
1939, sixty two clinics were operating in sixty counties that served over 2,000 patients.33
Although this was a major accomplishment, Gamble struggled with presenting these
clinics in a way that did not seem too radical. In order to distance themselves from
women right’s activists such as Margret Sanger, these clinics focused on the scientific
and health related aspects of birth control. They presented birth control as an aspect of
women’s health no different from any other procedure; unlike Sanger, Gamble’s birth
32
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control clinics did not discourage women from having children but provided them with a
healthy way to prevent pregnancy.
Dr. George Cooper further articulates this manipulated distinction between the
two. Referring to Sanger as a “fundamentalist” and “radical,” Cooper describes the
calculated way that the mission of these clinics needed to be crafted in order to appeal to
the general public:
We have quietly assumed and published the fact that this part of the program of public health work
is just one small item but an important item and that the work of this character for married women
is just as important… to protect her health and maybe her life as it would be to do a curettage or
sew up a lacerated cervix. In other words, as long as the program is held on a sound scientific and
public health and medical basis, it cannot be criticized.34

By acknowledging that their birth control clinics were for married women as well as
single women, Cooper is appealing to those who may have believed that contraception
promoted sex out of wedlock. Emphasizing the health aspect of this medical
advancement instead of the autonomy it provided women, these clinics were able to
operate like hospitals. Cooper and Gamble believed the scientific nature of their work
would protect them from public scrutiny about this inflammatory subject. These clinics
were not intended to discourage women from having children, but rather, to encourage
them to have children in a healthy way.
The amount of emphasis placed on the distinction between maternal health and
reproductive choice demonstrates that these clinics were more focused on controlling
women’s bodies than liberating them. By attempting to normalize birth control, Gamble
was paving the way for public acceptance of sterilization programs. Just like the HBL’s
sterilization campaigns, these clinics highlighted economic struggles that poor women
faced when having children and how contraception could alleviate an additional
34
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responsibility. To an American public in the midst of being reeducated about sterilization,
the creation of such clinics furthered the notion that women who sought out birth control
were not capable of controlling themselves.
Gamble’s role in the birth control movement complicates his overall role in the
history of eugenics. On the one hand, these clinics can be seen as vehicles of sterilization,
drawing vulnerable women in and exposing them to those who could recommend them
for the procedure should they refuse birth control. On the other hand, there were many
women who desperately wanted contraception and these clinics were able fulfill this
need. Though Gamble’s utilitarian approach to reproductive health had a distinct
trajectory, one cannot ignore the number of women who benefitted from these clinics.
In addition to the economic arguments made about birth control, the idea of
safeguarding the “feebleminded” against themselves was also present. The “protection”
both clinic doctors and Woods’ analysis focused on can be seen as another form of public
deception. Since the HBL claimed the racial bent in sterilization statistics was not the
primary reason for sterilization,35 the HBL was still able to differentiate itself from its
Nazi counterparts. It is as though the public was willing to accept a certain amount of
prejudice if it meant strengthening the populous overall. Even though there are clear
parallels to the attitudes adopted by many German citizens during WWII, the
unquestioning nature of the American public regarding the revamped eugenics movement
was continuously exploited.
It becomes more difficult to fault the general public when looking at the coverage
of sterilization programs in prominent North Carolina newspapers, such as the Winston-

35
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Salem Journal and Sentinel and the Raleigh News & Observer. Throughout the late 1940s
and 1950s, both papers ran numerous pro-sterilization opinion pieces that focused on the
“scientific” nature of the program.36 With the Great Depression coming to an end and
conflicting traditional and modern views about science coming to a head in the South, if
one wanted to seem liberal and progressive, than one believed in sterilization.
Although they were opinion pieces, these newspapers’ decision to print these
articles was anything but objective. Gordon Gray, the owner of the Journal and Sentinel,
was the cousin of HBL founding member Alice Shelton Gray.37 This connection provided
the HBL with a platform for its views that would reach people all over North Carolina.
The critical eye with which we read information today was not as prevalent in a
time when newspapers were the main source of information. Tom Wicker, an employee
of the Department of Public Welfare and frequent pro-sterilization contributor to the
Journal and Sentinel, skillfully articulates this sentiment. Though he later apologized and
regretted what he had written, Wicker agreed that many newspapers at the time believed
their main objective was to further a government agenda, “I think it was particularly true
of journalists back then. We were all kind of convinced that what our government was
doing was right- that it wouldn’t lie to you.”38 Having an article printed in a newspaper is
extremely powerful; it is much harder to argue with something that is being presented
through a medium that legitimizes its importance. Such beliefs begin to feel more true if
they are repeatedly printed by multiple sources. Reporters are supposed to be critical and
honest about all sides of a story. If they believe that their duty is first to a government

36
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agenda and then to the truth, it is not difficult to see how sterilization persisted in North
Carolina until the 1970s.
In addition to media support, the Bowman Gray School of Medicine at Wake
Forest University in Winston-Salem played a crucial role in the infiltration of eugenic
ideals into various spheres of society. Opening the country’s first department of medical
genetics in 1941,39 the Bowman Gray School of Medicine played an important role in the
rapidly developing field of genetic research. However, the director of the program, Dr.
William Allan, believed “genetics” to be synonymous with “eugenics.” His conflation of
the two terms served to further legitimize the “science” behind eugenics even though
Allan actively admitted to practicing negative eugenics.40 Furthermore, he received
funding from Forsyth County to pursue this endeavor. In other words, the local
government of Forsyth County was funding sterilizations through the Bowman Gray
School of Medicine, which were independent of the Eugenics Review Board and thus
illegal.
A quotation from the records of Dr. C. Nash Herndon of the Bowman Gray
School of Medicine confirms this relationship. It should be noted that Herndon went on
to be the head of the American Eugenics Society from 1953-1955.41 Referring Bowman
Gray’s partnership with the government of Forsyth County, Herndon wrote, “The
expense of this project has been borne by the Forsyth Country Commissioners and
necessary operations have been performed at the Forsyth County Hospital. Genetic workups and medical affidavits have been supplied by this department.”42 Receiving funding
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from the local government to carry out sterilizations that actively targeted “weaker”
members of society in the name of “research” is an abhorrent practice. With 128 recorded
sterilizations from 1946-1468, Forsyth ranked sixth in terms of most sterilized counties.43
Yet, because these numbers only represent sterilizations recorded by the Eugenics
Review Board, which do not include Wake Forest, it can be assumed the actual number is
higher.
This partnership further demonstrates the growing web of wealthy individuals,
governmental organizations, and now educational institutions that were involved in the
practice of coercive sterilization. Furthermore, it is possible that because this program
was operating out of a medical school, students enrolled at Wake Forest were being
taught eugenics as a part of a genetics curriculum. The Bowman Gray School of
Medicine not only performed unlawful sterilizations, it taught future doctors false
information about genetics and inheritance.
As a society, we place a tremendous amount of faith in doctors and medical
professionals. We trust that their opinions and recommendations are coming from a place
of objective knowledge and are in our best interests. When one is uneducated or not
fluent in the language of medicine, it is extremely difficult to question a doctor.
Performing sterilizations under the guise of research and teaching generations of future
doctors that these practices are acceptable is a violation of the doctor-patient trust. These
actions not only affected those enrolled in or working for the Bowman Gray School of
Medicine, but the population of Forsyth as a whole.
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The presence of eugenics at Wake Forest University allowed for eugenicists to
continue their research in an undisturbed manner while continuing to espouse their
beliefs. Operating under the assumption that mental capacity is a hereditary trait creates a
narrative of protection. The logic behind this idea was that the general public is
responsible for the wellbeing of “feebleminded” people who cannot control themselves or
take care of their children. These people were given the option to better themselves and
protect their future children from inheriting their shortcomings. Presenting sterilization
programs to the public in this way made it difficult for people to disagree; it seemed as
though they were giving the “feebleminded” an option that had not been present before.
However, it is clear that when the Eugenics Review Board “offered” women
sterilization, saying “no” was not an option; by the early 1950s, North Carolina had the
largest per capita sterilization rate in the United States.44 Although state institutions
continued to refer to their sterilization programs as “selective,” when confronted with the
proposition, young women were hardly given a choice.
The HBL seized this opportunity presented by the Eugenics Review Board. The
illusion of choice they were creating and the success it had in obtaining “consent” served
as the backdrop for the distribution of two pamphlets “What do you know about
sterilization?” (1945)45 and “You wouldn’t expect…” (1950)46 through a public mailing
campaign.47
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Presented as a quiz for the reader, “What do you know about sterilization” begins
with the statement, “North Carolina is one of the progressive states with laws providing
for the sterilization of the mentally unfit.”48 The use of the word “progressive” implies
that North Carolina’s use of sterilization is revolutionary as well as admirable. It frames
sterilization in a way that puts the wellbeing of the mentally unfit first and guarantees
their legal protection.
Following this statement are a series of ten “Yes” or “No” questions regarding the
sexual and genetic consequences of the procedure as well as the lifestyle of
“feebleminded” people. Certain questions stand out, such as question five, which asks,
“Are there over half of the hospital beds in North Carolina occupied by mental health
patients?” The pamphlet answers “Yes,” explaining that mental cases cost taxpayers
$2,000,000 a year.”49 Putting sterilization in economic terms in a mailing being sent to
the general public makes it relevant to their lives and wallets. Knowing their tax dollars
are going towards the cost of care for “mental cases” gives them an incentive to support a
law that would lower that expense.
The answer goes on to say, “If insanity is permanent, sterilization can be
extremely valuable in protecting its victims from undesirable parenthood.”50 Ending on
this note leaves the reader with the impression that sterilization is the only solution to this
issue. It presents sterilization as the only way to protect patients from themselves.
Everyone benefits from sterilization because it provides a permanent solution for a
perpetual problem.
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Question eight continues with the theme of permanence and asks, “Are new cures
being found for feeblemindedness?” The pamphlet answers “No,” stating that
“feeblemindedness” is not a disease and therefore cannot be “cured.”51 Comparing its
inability to be altered to the color of one’s eyes, “feeblemindedness” is portrayed as an
unchangeable genetic reality threatening future generations. The pamphlet then singles
out “feebleminded” females as those who need the most “protecting” from their own
reproductive systems due to their lack of moral scruples and sexual promiscuity.
This conjures two images of the “feebleminded” woman. One is of a woman who
is promiscuous and rebellious while the other is of a woman who is innocent and
ignorant. Even though these two images are vastly different, both can be “protected”
through the use of sterilization; in the minds of the HBL, this would allow them to lead
better lives for they are no longer burdened with the possibility of reproduction. By
submitting both types of “feebleminded” women to this procedure, the state is promoting
the notion that female sexuality has consequences which directly affect the public’s
economic and social wellbeing. Therefore, it must be monitored and restricted if deemed
necessary.
Finally, question ten of the pamphlet brings up the issue of consent by asking the
reader, “Is sterilization usually done against the wishes of the patient or of the patient’s
family?” to which the pamphlet answers “No.”52 In order to understand the full weight of
the answer, one needs to look at each sentence separately. The first sentence says, “If the
patient or his family feel that the operation should not be performed, appeal to the court
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is possible.”53 This statement leads one to assume that there is a dialogue between a
patient and a physician in which the physician presents the patient with all their options.
It also assumes the appeal being made is not ignored; Eugenics Review Board records
show that decisions about sterilization typically took no more that fifteen minutes and
resulted in approval for sterilization in more than ninety percent of the time.54 Thus, to
the average reader, the promise of an appeal may be seen as a fair and objective step in
the sterilization process, when in reality that was not the case.
The second sentence states, “However, in almost all cases the operation is
welcomed when it is understood that there will be no detectable physical or mental
change except that children will not be produced.”55 Based on both the transcripts of
Eugenics Review Board hearings and personal accounts from victims, it is clear that this
is false. Doctors failed to convey the permanence of the operation to their patients and
believed that a signed consent form proved full understanding of the procedure. This is
hard to imagine when many guardians of the clinic’s patients were illiterate and therefore
were told to put an “X” instead of their signature on consent forms. There were also
significant physical repercussions from the surgery; victims suffered from bleeding and
intense cramps that in some cases led to hospitalization.56 The mental anguish that is
caused by such a procedure is impossible to ignore as well, especially when it was
common for victims to only discover that they had been sterilized years after the
operation had been performed.
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Considered to be “educational material,” these pamphlets distributed by the HBL
were written in way that was designed to pray on the ignorance and naïveté of its readers.
The “facts” that were being presented are nothing more than opinions. For example, it is
not a universal truth that all those who were sterilized “welcomed”57 the procedure after
they were allegedly informed of its full effects. The language used presents sterilization
in a nonthreatening way that is in the best interest of a more healthy and safe state. This
allowed for support of sterilization to become synonymous with support of a better North
Carolina; if a person were to be against sterilization, they would be against the
improvement of the state as a whole. Equating sterilization with the state’s prosperity and
the future of the nation makes it extremely difficult for one to question the means and
motivations of the HBL.
The second mailing that the HBL distributed, “You wouldn’t expect…” plays off
of the simplicity and almost playful nature of the aforementioned quiz. The booklet is
illustrated in the style of a children’s book with large graphics depicting the statements on
the page. This raises the question of whom this mailing was intended for. Was it for
potential sterilization candidates who may be illiterate? Was it for potential HBL
contributors and therefore created in a way that portrays sterilization as non-threatening
and safe? Was it for children to educate themselves about the issue? Its simplistic design
paired with such severe material gives the booklet an unsettling and eerie quality.
Written entirely in the second person, the booklet addresses the reader directly
and asks them questions. For example, on the first two pages, the booklet says, “You
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wouldn’t expect… A moron to run a train or a feebleminded woman to teach school.”58
These statements are posed in a way that would cause a majority of readers to agree
without a second thought. However, in much smaller text on the first page, a definition of
“moron” is given, “A moron is a person whose mind never develops beyond that of a ten
year old.”59 Putting aside the fact that this definition does not encompass the bulk of
those who were sterilized, it allows the reader to “informatively” affirm those statements.
In addition, train conductors and school teachers have many societal obligations; a
conductor is responsible for the lives of their passengers while a teacher is responsible for
shaping the minds and futures of their students. This further demonstrates the fear that
“morons” have secretly infiltrated important aspects of daily life and needed to be “fixed”
before they did anymore harm. The booklet continues with this rhetorical pattern by
citing other societal responsibilities such as driving a car and handling money.
After naming all these functions, the booklet says, “Yet each day the
feebleminded and the mentally defective are entrusted with the most important and far
reaching job of all…the job of… PARENTHOOD!”60 The booklet goes on to further
present parenthood as a job “morons” need to be protected from. This indicates a
significant shift in the language of eugenics. Instead of framing sterilization as a
procedure that is absolutely necessary for the protection of the United States, sterilization
(now “selective sterilization”) is necessary for the protection of individual “morons” from
themselves. This argument is offered in a way that makes any action other than
sterilization seem inhumane; it is allowing those who are allegedly incapable of caring
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for themselves to wonder around unprotected and possibly bring children into the world
who they do not have the capacity to care for.
The last page of the booklet follows this narrative of humane and morally justified
intervention by describing North Carolina’s Selective Sterilization Law as
“humanitarian.”61 This word serves to contextualize sterilization in the language of
human rights. To eugenicists, the alleviation of a burden as great as parenthood was a
step toward protecting one’s right to autonomy if one was too incompetent to advocate
for oneself. By using the language of human rights to violate human rights, the HBL was
further meshing what was best for the individual versus with what was best for the
general public. It had created a scenario in which the perpetrators had become masked as
saviors; the only violence being committed was the harm caused by inaction.
People believed they were upholding the human rights of a defenseless group
through the compassionate act of sterilization. This rhetoric evokes a sense of
responsibility. As citizens, supporting an action that assists those who are “unfit” instead
of blaming them for their situation is an act of goodwill. Rather then relying on past
tactics of fear and coercion to gain public support, the HBL had likened the “unfit” to the
mentally handicapped, a group which no one would deny extra protection to.
This label did not just apply to the ordinary citizens who financially supported the
work of the HLB, but to the Eugenics Review Board and doctors carrying out these
sterilizations. Dr. Robert Albanese, a delivery doctor at Columbia Memorial Hospital did
not perform any sterilizations himself, but he sympathized with the doctors that did,
“There was just unbelievable poverty there; you just couldn’t believe it. The idea of them
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brining more children into the world in a situation like that just didn’t make sense.”62
Albanese is referring to the impoverished environment his patients lived in. His concern
about the type of future their children would have is in the same vein as the actions of the
HBL. Albanese believed that his colleagues were putting an end to a cycle perpetuated by
large families and the economic inability of parents to provide for them. Viewed as
another way to “fight poverty,” doctors and the Eugenics Review Board believed this
justified their actions.
This sense of vulnerability brings up another common analogy used by the HBL.
On page twelve, the booklet states that sterilization “is not barnyard castration!”63
Neutering is generally viewed as an action that is taken because there are already too
many animals in the world and not enough people to care for them. We also view animals
as dependent creatures that need to be kept by those who are more equipped and
responsible than them. The HBL used this logic to insinuate that the rest of the population
should exercise the same sense of paternalism over the “unfit” as they did for animals.
The use of the word “selective” allows one to believe those who are being sterilized can
maintain some form of autonomous choice in a procedure that leaves them physically
unharmed and more secure. They supposedly maintain their dignity while being relieved
of the burdensome possibility of parenthood.
With this sort of mindset, it is easy to see how coercive sterilization programs
lasted until the mid 1970s with public knowledge of their existence. These programs were
presented using the persuasive rhetoric protecting the rights of the mentally handicapped.
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As a result, no one questioned the criteria that the HBL and Eugenics Review Board were
using to make that determination.
This poses a perplexing problem in terms of human rights. The usual narrative of
a human rights violation involves violence or harm being caused against a certain group
or individual until the action is exposed to the public. This grand reveal or light-switch
moment is meant to illuminate the act and incite public outcry. In an ideal situation,
through mechanisms of shame or feelings of moral obligation, the government takes
responsibility and stops the violation from occurring. This then leads to the end of the
violation and has eventual legal repercussions.
Yet, what is to be done when the public is on the side of the violator? Although
this is not an uncommon problem, we must ask how one is to respond when the violence
being committed against one’s body is deemed a “humanitarian” effort. Can we liken this
to the banality and blindness claimed by most Nazis in Germany during WWII, or is this
instance more similar to the act of slavery practiced by the United States and many other
countries in the 19th century? When it comes to public inaction, at what point can we stop
claiming ignorance and start condemning violence?
One of the most striking similarities in terms of public acceptance of a now
condemned act is lynching. From 1880-1930, an estimated 3,220 people died from
lynchings in the United States64 (though this is considered to be a conservative estimate.)
These lynchings consisted of various forms of torture, such as hangings, mutilations, and
immolations. Yet, the most brutal aspect of this gruesome practice was its appeal to the
public. Lynchings were cultural affairs that drew crowds of people from both rural and
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urban areas; a source of public entertainment and communal participation, lynchings
became events no one in the community missed.
In their book, Without Sanctuary, James Allen and Robert Lewis (et. al.) describe
the “carnival-like atmosphere” of lynchings and their affect on the racial consciousness of
the South. Yet, what makes this account unique is the images on the postcards that Allen
(et.al.) collected. They are nothing short of horrific. Typically depicting black American
men crying out in agony against a backdrop of cheering and smiling white faces, people
who attended these lynchings sent postcards to their friends or relatives so they could feel
as through they were present.
These postcards served as a way to sensationalize lynchings in the South and
almost praise them, inviting those who received one to come and experience it for
themselves. Allen and Lewis (et. al.) quote a bishop of the Southern Methodist Church
who describes the normalcy of lynchings in society, “Now-a-days, it seems the killing of
Negros is not so extraordinary an occurrence as to need explanation; it has become so
common that it no longer surprises. We read of such things as we read of fires that burn a
cabin or a town.”65 People in the South had become desensitized to lynchings; parents
would take their children out of school to have them come witness the spectacle. As a
staple of daily life, the violence against black Americans that the general public was
experiencing and perpetuating on a daily basis generated both a physical and collective
mob mentality.
Although different acts, there are some distinct similarities between lynchings and
the eugenics movement in the United States. The idea that Southern white American
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women needed to be “protected” from “savage” black American men66 is analogous to
the protection that the gene pool in the United States needed from “feebleminded” black
American women. Although the gender is changed, the theme of a lack of “self control”
remains. In addition, rhetoric comparing black Americans to animals is present in both
situations. Equating the killing of black Americans to “putting down” dogs or barnyard
animals demonstrates the lack of respect and humanity attributed to black Americans in
the South throughout the 20th and 21st centuries.
However, the largest similarity between these two disgraceful points in history is
the general public’s ability to not only acknowledge the violence that was occurring, but
to support and aid in its proliferation. Like lynchings in the South, sterilization programs
were hardly a secret and in many circles were honored as a major societal achievement.
These two acts were highly public and widely accepted as natural parts of life. Though
the sporting nature of lynchings was not present in sterilization programs, lynchings and
eugenics feed off of one another’s visibility; as acts committed to maintain “purity” and
“safety,” both served as methods of preserving the white American power structure of the
South. The gleeful tone of the postcards is painfully reminiscent of the mailings that were
sent out by the HBL with picutrebook-esque illustrations. Both condemned in hindsight,
lynchings and sterilization programs demonstrate how even the most gruesome of
practices can be acknowledged and encouraged if the public does not believe them to be
wrongful acts.
The HBLs rebranding of eugenics was highly successful and avoided the same
public scrutiny and outrage felt by sterilization programs before WWII. From the
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implementation of birth control clinics to blatant ties to government funding, the
connection between the state and eugenics is representative of the sheer scale of this
movement and the vast array of stakeholders in various institutions. The power these
individuals possessed combined with the level of trust the public had placed in them led
to an unsettling development within the eugenics community. With a complacent general
public and supportive government, social workers in North Carolina began to exercise
their power more freely. However, this time they began targeting those whom they
believed were the most unfit and least worthy of reproducing: poor black American
women on welfare.

Chapter 2
For Your Own Good: Maternalism And The End Of The Sterilization Movement
“They’ve got a way that’ll work for you. / They’ve got a way that’ll work for you.
/ They’ve got a way that’ll work for you. / Go to the clinic, darling.” – Windsong,
Human Betterment League of NC television spot, 1971.
As citizens, we tend to view the state as an institution that exists to protect us
from harm and those who wish to violate our rights. Yet, what happens when that
institution begins to manipulate and exert violence on the bodies of its citizens? This
violation of trust is shown through the use of social workers in the North Carolina
Eugenics program. The incorporation of government employees into the sterilization
movement exemplifies a theoretical shift in the way that the state viewed its citizens -from bodies with an expiration date to bodies with potential.
This chapter will show the unique manner in which racism, the management of
bodies, and pity intersect with one another and are implemented throughout the eugenics
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movement. These three ideas form the fundamental framework used by North Carolina’s
sterilization program throughout the 1960s and 1970s.
We can look at the eugenics movement through Michael Foucault’s depiction of
the relationship between the state, its citizenry, and sexuality. In his book, History of
Sexuality, written in 1976, Foucault analyses the evolution of sexuality and power in 17th
and 18th century France and Victorian England. Foucault describes the growing interest
the state has in managing the bodies of its citizens and the transformation of sex from a
private to a political issue:
But it gave rise as well to comprehensive measures, statistical assessments, and interventions
aimed at the entire social body or at groups taken as a whole. Sex was a means of access both to
the life of the body and the life of the species. It was employed as a standard for the disciplines
and as basis for regulations.67

An approach that targeted both the “life of the body and the life of the species” indicates
a change in the way France, England, and later the West viewed their populations.
Foucault is describing a time period before the advent of modern medicine and
agricultural techniques when life was viewed in terms of death. He believed that before,
populations consisted of bodies that were defined by their mortality; one’s life
expectancy was contingent on the inevitable occurrence of the next famine or plague. The
political power of the body was purely physical and only relevant to the government in
terms of crop production or participation in battle. The populace was approached as if it
were expendable and therefore unable to make meaningful changes in society.
This was an existence defined by blood and lineage; one’s heritage was one’s
currency. Foucault acknowledges this reconfiguring of power, “Broadly speaking, at the
juncture of the ‘body’ and the ‘population,’ sex became a crucial target of a power
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organized around the management of life rather than the menace of death.”68 Foucault’s
analysis shows that once external factors such as disease and food shortages became less
threatening to populations, bodies became less valued for the history of their blood and
more valued for their ability to pass that blood on to an offspring.
Foucault references this shift and the role played by prominent French
philosopher Marquis de Sade and the early members of the eugenics movement:
Sade and the first eugenicists were contemporary with this transition from ‘sanguinity’ to
‘sexuality.’ But whereas the first dreams of the perfecting of the species inclined the whole
problem toward an extremely exacting administration of sex (the art of determining good
marriages, of inducing the desired fertilities, of ensuring the health and longevity of children), and
while the new concept of race tended to obliterate the aristocratic particularities of blood, retaining
only the controllable effects of sex, Sade carried the exhaustive analysis of sex over into the
mechanisms of the old power of sovereignty and endowed it with the ancient but fully maintained
prestige of blood.69

Ascribing the “prestige of blood” to sex meant the power once held in one’s “sanguinity”
was now bestowed upon one’s “sexuality.” The state was forced to reorganize itself
around the idea that reproduction meant a future they could shape because the body was
not in danger of dying prematurely. Prior to this transition, the only way the state could
manage the sex of its citizens was through the incentivizing of desirable marriages.
Children produced from “good” unions were the only way to ensure they inherited the
aristocratic blood of their parents.
Yet, Sade and these eugenicists recognized the potential that sex had to transform
mechanisms of power into methods of control. By Focusing on the potential of one’s
blood rather than its limits, the state could produce a future population comprised of
individuals that would prolong the race as a whole. Managing sex outside of the sanctity
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of marriage allowed eugenicists to depart from idea that this union was the only way such
control could be exercised.
This marked a metamorphosis in the value the state placed on its citizens. Instead
of focusing on the administering of death, the state had directed its attention towards the
management of life. There was no need to use death as a way to manage “undesirables”
anymore because it could instead use more subtle forms to encourage the reproduction of
“fit” children. This was a specific type of power that occurred at the intersection of race
and sexuality:
Racism took shape at this point (racism in its modern, “biologizing,” statist form): it was then that
a whole of politics of settlement, family, marriage, education, social hierarchization, and property,
accompanied by a long series of permanent interventions at the level of the body, conduct, health,
and everyday life, received their color and their justification from the mythical concern with
protecting the purity of blood and ensuring the triumph of the race.70

The idea that sexuality could now be used as a way to control the development of the race
was new. This intertwining of racism and bodily control allowed the state to preserve this
“purity of blood” through the management of sexuality via established institutions. The
fixation the state had with the sanguine power held by the social elite was reimagined in
the bodies of the masses. Eugenicists believed that the desire to preserve the welfare of
the state through the maximization of its citizenry’s newfound utility justified their
actions.
Foucault expands on this idea of the state control and the growing state interest in
creating a productive body in Discipline and Punish. In this work, he explains the
exertion of power on bodies and its effect:
It defined how one may have hold over others’ bodies not only so that they may do what one
wishes, but so that they may operate as one wishes, with techniques, the speed and the efficiency
that one determines. Thus discipline produces subjected and practiced bodies, “docile” bodies.71
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The relationship between the state and the creation of the docile body further blurred the
line between state violence and protection. The creation of this “political anatomy” in the
body through “mechanics of power” had become so innate in the interactions between the
state and the body that one might not realized the condition one’s body was being
subjected to. The control technique being used by the state had changed; instead of
outright acts of intended violence, such acts were incorporated into the very technique
itself.
***
To fully understand the extent to which these “humane” notions of bodily control
were ingrained in the minds of 21st century eugenicists, one should look to the poetry
written by HBL founder Clarence Gamble. In 1947, Gamble submitted “Lucky
Morons”72 to the North Carolina Mental Hygiene Society for publication.73 The poem
follows two “morons” falling in love and becoming sterilized so they may live a life free
from the burden of parenthood. Gamble describes what happened after the “morons” get
married, “And soon there was a BABY,/ and then ANOTHER/ and ANOTHER/ and
ANOTHER./And the welfare department/had to pay the family/ MORE of the
TAXPAYER’S/ MONEY/ and MORE/ and MORE/ and MORE.”74 Gamble was highly
influential in the eugenics movement and the fears he is expressing about the amount of
money the children of “morons” cost the “TAXPAYERS” were widespread. The
sterilization of the “unfit” was considered to be the only way to stop the state from
hemorrhaging money.
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The poem goes on to describe what Gamble envisions their children to be like in
school:
And when the children grew/ up and went to school/ They couldn’t learn / very fast/ because they
had inherited poor minds from their parents./ They had to repeat MANY/ GRADES in the school.
And never learned very much/ and never were able to/ GET A JOB./ and they cost the
schoolboard/ and the relief office/ and the tax payer/ THOUSANDS OF DOLLARS.75

The cycle of low-intelligence that Gamble believes will be perpetuated should “morons”
have children illustrates the perceived inevitability of “feeblemindedness” being passed
down to their offspring. However, Gamble does not believe this act was done knowingly;
these “morons” kept having children because they did not know how to stop. As a result,
their innocent yet “feebleminded” children have now added the education system to the
list of government funded departments financially responsible for their wellbeing.
Adding education into the mix presents the problem of bodily management as one that
affects “normal” children as well.
Towards the middle of the poem, Gamble finally reveals to the reader why a
“moron” who lives in North Carolina is “lucky”:
Now there was another MORON/ who also was a little stupid/ and couldn’t learn very/ mush but
he lived in/NORTH CAROLINA/ and that was very fortunate/ for him./ For the Department of
Welfare/ in his county/ Made him one of the/ lucky morons/ who went to CASWELL TRAINING/
SCHOOL.76

Gamble is referring to Caswell Training School in Kingston, North Carolina, which was a
state-run school for the mentally retarded which often made the sterilization of its
residents a condition of their release.77 Such a technique is reminiscent of Foucault’s idea
that sex could be used as a basis for the state creating regulations in order to gain access
to the body. Gamble is presenting the nature of this method and the sterilization program
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in North Carolina as “progressive.” Unlike “morons” in other states who continue to cost
the state money and reproduce without any assistance, “lucky morons” in North Carolina
are spared such an existence. Gamble praises Caswell for providing vocational training to
those who agreed to be sterilized because they were deemed too “simple” for other
occupations.
Finally, Gamble concludes by describing what happened to the “moron” who was
sterilized at Caswell. He meets a female “moron” who was fortunate enough to have had
a surgeon, “PROTECT her from UNWANTED/ CHILDREN, without/ making her
different in any other way from other women.”78 They get married and Gamble concludes
with the joy they find in not having to care for children they could not have supported:
And with just the two in the/ Family, they kept on/being SELF SUPPORTING, and they were
very thankful they lived in NORTH CAROLINA./ And the WELFARE DEPARTMENT/
DIDN’T have to feed them/ and the SCHOOLS didn’t/ have to waste their efforts on/ any of their
children who weren’t very bright./ And because they had been/ STERILIZED, the taxpayers of/
NORTH CAROLINA had/ saved/ THOUSANDS OF DOLLARS/ and the North Carolina
MORONS LIVED/ HAPPILY EVER AFTER.79

The “lucky morons” were only able to live a life without the burden of parenthood
because they lived in a state that had the foresight to protect them through sterilization.
They were allegedly able to have a happy and fulfilling lives without costing the state and
taxpayers “thousands of dollars” by continuing a cycle of “feeblemindedness.”
The words Gamble chose to capitalize throughout the poem, such as “moron,”
“thousands of dollars,” “taxpayers,” “welfare,” “protection,” and “North Carolina,”
emphasize the associations between the causes and effects that “morons” reproducing
have on their own and the state’s wellbeing. His use of the word “lucky” reiterates the
idea that North Carolina is providing a charitable service to its “feebleminded” citizens.
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This poem embodies the Foucauldian ideas of race, bodily management, and
compassionate pity. However, eugenicists could not carry out such “humanitarian”
actions on their own. Realizing this, in 1932 North Carolina amended its sterilization law
and became “the only state in the nation to extend the power of filing sterilization
petitions to social workers; its eugenic sterilization program represented more clearly
than any other the state’s interest in sterilization.”80 For a procedure that was designed for
“feebleminded” individuals, one would think such a decision should be relegated to a
doctor or psychiatrist. Giving an inordinate amount of power to people who are active
agents of the state removes all medical legitimacy from sterilization petitions. Social
workers are not qualified to make the medical diagnoses required for sterilizations and
have conflicting interests in terms of their personal connections with cases. They made
their recommendations to the Eugenics Review Board based on observations of people in
their homes; these personal assessments and opinions did not need to be corroborated by
a medical professional.
Brining social workers into the eugenic fold allowed for the implementation of
these three Foucauldian concepts. Social workers are typically seen as trustworthy
advocates for those who cannot advocate for themselves. However, they are also bound
by the state to uphold certain standards that may conflict with the wishes of who they
visit. Such laws were implemented with the intention of protecting vulnerable
populations, such as children from familial circumstances beyond their control.
This combination of trust and protection allowed social workers to approach such
dilemmas with a philosophy I will be calling maternalism. Though similar to the concept
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of paternalism, which supposedly restricts individuals’ choices for their own good,
maternalism is more subtle. It gives individuals the opportunity to make the “right
choice,” that is, to choose the option believed to be in their best interests. If the individual
does not comply, maternalism forces one to obey in manner that seems gentler and less
authoritarian. This style can be likened to the way a mother makes a decision for her
child. As a guardian, it is her primary duty to ensure her child’s well being even if it
conflicts with their wishes. Social workers were both allies and agents of the state. They
were able to enforce a eugenic agenda under the preconceived notion of beneficence.
The application of this method of control can be seen in the 1967 case notes of
social worker Doris Bronner of Dare County, North Carolina. Referencing a visit to
sixteen year-old Bertha Dale Midget Hymes, who became pregnant and was sterilized
after the birth of her first child, Bronner documents Hymes’ excitement over a new
maternity dress, “She was quite thrilled with the new dress, and it seemed more pathetic
that she does not really realize her condition and what can happen in the future to her and
the baby to be born.”81 There is pity in Bronner’s report but not hatred. Taken out of the
context of the eugenics movement, Bronner’s concern for Hymes’ future and wellbeing is
legitimate; she was a pregnant teenager living in rural poverty who might not have
understand the consequences of motherhood.
The relationship between Bronner and Hymes is a microcosm of the maternalistic
population management techniques detailed by Foucault and used by social workers in
North Carolina. The only way the state could protect an individual who it deemed
incompetent was by making decisions for them. Bronner’s observations indicate her
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belief that Hymes was a danger to herself and to her future child. Hymes’ perceived
ignorance and inability to grasp the weight of her situation appeared to sadden Bronner;
by recommending sterilization for a “pathetic” pregnant teenager, Bronner believed she
was a fulfilling her role as a social worker and protecting Hymes from future harm.
Such acts of maternalism soon became common practice by social workers.
However, these actions rapidly developed a racial bias as a result of growing public
associations between black Americans and the “culture of poverty” believed to have been
created by welfare. 82 These associations were strengthened in 1957 when national birth
rates for black American women surpassed that of white American women. Coupled with
the rising cost of the state’s Aid to Dependent Children program (ADC), which provided
states with federal grants to assist children in low-income families, this seemed to
indicate a costly “hypersexuality” among poor black American women in the eyes of the
public. 83
The fear of this stereotypical “Jezebel” character84, whose insatiable sexual
appetite and disregard for parental consequences threatened not only her children but also
the livelihood of the state, served to legitimize sterilization rates that had become skewed
by race and gender. In 1961, forty eight percent of those receiving welfare payments were
black Americans and this, with the addition of Hispanic recipients, placed white
Americans in the minority.85
This shift actually caused black American women to become more vulnerable
after the passing of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Although this was viewed as a victory
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for black American equality, the perceived benefits of this legislation may not have been
so beneficial. In her book, Fit to be Tied, Rebecca Kluchin explains this paradox:
The Civil Rights Act of 1964 granted people of color full access to federal programs and services
such as welfare, public housing, and occupational training, but it also brought them into intimate
contact with social workers, physicians, lawyers, welfare workers, and judges who provided
family planning services, some of whom who took it upon themselves to sterilize “defective”
women in order to reduce their dependence on welfare.86

The provision of essential services to black Americans that had been previously denied to
them was a positive change in many ways. However, these options became dangerous
because of the new institutions black Americans were now being exposed to. Though it is
not stated explicitly, the “defective” women on welfare that are being referenced were
almost all black American women.
Kluchin further describes the impact this demographic change had on the public’s
impression of welfare programs and its recipients:
The image of the welfare recipient changed in the 1950s from that of a sympathetic white widow
who had lost a male breadwinner through no fault of her own to a licentious, single black woman
who chose welfare over work and bore additional children out of wedlock in order to collect more
money from the state.87

This change in recipients expresses the disdain not for the welfare system itself, but
whom it was assisting. In public conception of welfare, the image of helping a neighbor
in need was replaced by a woman who had more children than she could handle.
Sterilization was seen as a solution to this problem that would reduce the cost to the state
while giving poor black American women a way to stop having children.88
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The desire to prevent women on welfare from having children out of wedlock was
taken one step further by a bill introduced to the North Carolina General Assembly in
1957. Proposed by State Senator William Jolly, this bill stood to amend the state’s
sterilization statute to reflect, “proof of giving birth out of wedlock to two children (not
twins) was to be prima facie evidence of a woman’s feeblemindedness.”89 This proposal
was a response to the fact that twenty three percent of children born out of wedlock in
North Carolina were born to non-white American mothers in 1957.90 It used this statistic
as “proof” of woman’s inherent “feeblemindedness.” By putting forth legislation for the
obligatory preemptive sterilization of a group that consists of predominately black
American women, Jolly was writing legislation that appears to be racially bias. Such a
proposal is a prime example of the types of “permanent interventions” that Foucault says
are justified through the “mythical concerns with protecting the purity of blood and
ensuring the triumph of the race.”91 This alleged form of protection is expressed in terms
of the overall economic wellbeing of the state.
Jolly’s mission was motivated by a desire to lower the amount of money being
spent by the state on welfare payments. He believed the state was “subsidizing” births for
women on welfare and suggested that instead, it should providing them with incentives to
have less children, “We say to every unwed mother that we will increase her welfare
check by $21 a month for every child she has.”92 This increase would only be given after
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the woman had been sterilized and allocated based on the number of children she had
before the procedure was done.
Less people on welfare meant more money for other initiatives that would benefit
all North Carolinians. Eugenicists claimed one of the qualifications for a person to be
considered “feebleminded” was their inability to compete economically with the rest of
their constituency. To them, these women were depleting North Carolina’s resources
because they were lazy and dependent on the state for financial support. Although never
stated explicitly, these women were considered to be parasites by eugenicists, living on
the hard-earned tax dollars of those in higher economic brackets and robbing the state of
its resources.
Though Jolly’s bill was defeated, his opinions about black American motherhood
were echoed through a shift in the demographic of those being sterilized in the 1950s and
1960s. The majority of those originally sterilized under this policy were low-income
white Americans. Between 1929 and 1954 in North Carolina, seventy seven percent of
those sterilized were white Americans and twenty three percent were black Americans.93
However, this changed during the 1960s. From 1960-1968, out of the 1,620 sterilizations
the Eugenics Review Board of North Carolina approved, 1,023 were on black American
women.94
This new focus depended on the role of social workers to find and convince
women to become sterilized. 95 Elsie Davis, a social worker in Fayetteville, North
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Carolina during the 1960s, described her perception of the overall attitude of social
workers towards their cases:
The expectation was that black people were not able to take care of themselves. They were
illiterate, retarded. So it was consensus that these women don’t have any rights. So we can say to
them that they can’t have any children. It was the system rather than the individual, who didn’t
have any rights at all.96

These commonly held opinions among social workers further demonstrates the tautology
of the North Carolina sterilization program; “black” had now become synonymous with
“retarded.” The fate of the black American women who social workers visited had been
decided before they even stepped through the door. A visit was simply a formality for
bureaucratic purposes.
Following this logic, social workers would not be doing their jobs if they allowed
these women to continue having children. If a social worker’s primary function is to
safeguard the welfare of those who are helpless, then preventing further pregnancies in
women whom they believed were unable to handle that responsibility was part of their
professional duty. Social workers were not petitioning the Eugenics Review Board
because of a vendetta against poor black American women. They believed they were
protecting incompetent individuals from consequences out of their control.
Social workers performed the functions of their job with a type of compassionate
pity. They believed they were assisting the “retarded” and “illiterate” women they
encountered by removing the responsibility of parenthood from them; they acted under
the assumption they were making a choice for an incompetent individual whose
reproductive capabilities were a danger to themselves and the welfare of their children.
Records often only listed a nickname for a candidate or an incorrect address, making it difficult to compare
names to the welfare role and determine an exact number.
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The idea that poor black American women needed “protecting” was not just held
among social workers; some black Americans in North Carolina participated in these acts
of maternalism as well. Lula Morrison, a black American nurse for the Forsyth County
Health Department supported the state’s sterilization program, “They [some mothers]
weren’t taking care of their children like they should. It had to be some way for them to
stop having them.”97 This encouragement within the black American community
demonstrates an overall frustration with the fertility rate among poor black American
women. One way or another, the number of children these women were having needed to
decrease.
Concerns about the size of the population were also raised in the context of the
number of “quality citizens” that the United States lost in WWII. In a 1945 article
published in The Charlotte News, freelance writer Evangeline Davis identifies this
anxiety, “It is a peculiar paradox of human nature that while the best stock of our people
is being lost on the battle fronts of the world, we make plans for the betterment and the
coddling of our defective.”98 The phrase “best stock” echoes Foucault’s rhetoric of bodily
control. The government was still managing the death of its “best” citizens while
managing the life of its “defective” citizens. Since a large number of American soldiers
had died in the war, Davis and other eugenicists were concerned with the growing
number of “defective” Americans and their children who were in some manner replacing
them.
The “defective” population referenced here are those who are receiving some
form of government benefits. To many eugenicists, the “betterment” of the “defective”
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meant spending government funds on those who were considered to be societal dead
weight. In order to manage this population, preventing their reproduction permanently
was seen as the only way to recreate America in the image of the “best stock” that had
been lost. There was a need to replenish the American population, but only with a certain
kind of American.99
The growing fears within the United States about population control can be seen
through a policy change within the Eugenics Review Board. When Sue Casebolt, became
Executive Secretary in 1961, she took an even more aggressive approach to determining
who should be sterilized. Within her first month in office, Casebolt proposed an initiative
altering the basis on which sterilizations were performed at a Eugenics Review Board
meeting that same year:
I now propose to have as my objective as Executive Secretary to work to promote earlier use of
the (sterilization) program; that is, after the first rather than the third of (sic) fourth child, which
would result in prevention of problems requiring staff time, money, and use of other to be offered
the service. A few of these are, Mental Health Clinics 2. County Health Officers 3. Public Welfare
records such as APTD and ADC.100

The Eugenics Review Board seemed to have operated on the premise that any woman
who was on welfare would never stop being on welfare and her potential children would
continue this tradition as well. This policy modification epitomizes the intersection
between maternalism and state control. Instead of recommending sterilization after a
99
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woman has had multiple children, the government now wanted to sterilize women after
only having one child. This stems from the hypothesis that based on past sterilization
records, the Eugenics Review Board knew that certain individuals would have more
children then they could care for and needed to be sterilized.
The language used in past meetings of the Eugenics Review Board portrayed
those who are “feebleminded” as a danger to themselves and society. Though Casebolt
shies away from this usual rhetoric, the idea that both these women needed to be
protected from themselves was now openly tied to economic concerns. However, by
maintaining the illusion that women had a choice if offered sterilization, the Eugenics
Review Board preserved its humanitarian image.
Now that the Eugenics Review Board was allowed to look into the records of
various state institutions and programs, any pregnant woman or mother on welfare who
came into contact with one of them ran the risk of being sterilized. Even if one managed
to avoid such institutions, this approach authorized the Eugenics Review Board to seek
out candidates by using information provided by state institutions. A type of active
maternalism, social workers now had the authority to track down poor black Americans
on welfare even if they were not assigned to their case.101
Casebolt ensured she would not miss any girl who satisfied these requirements by
keeping a close watch on such institutions, “I plant a tickler file on all persons whose
names reach me regardless of age in order that they may be picked up as they reach child
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bearing age.”102 Casebolt had stated she would be monitoring girls in these state
programs despite their never having been pregnant. A girl being “picked up” is most
likely a euphemism for “sterilized.” The Eugenics Review Board had taken it upon itself
to find and sterilize girls who were enrolled in such programs. Though it is not explicitly
stated, using ADC and welfare records as a way to find potential candidates is a cryptic
way of aiming its efforts towards “black American women” for they were the primary
recipients of these programs’ benifits.
Extended far beyond the walls of the operating room, this newfound intrusion is
exemplified in the case of Nila Cox Ramirez. Sterilized in 1965 after the birth of her first
child at age eighteen, Ramirez recounts her experience with Shelton Owens Howland, a
North Carolina social worker from the Washington County Department of Public
Welfare. Howland repeatedly came to Ramirez’s home after she became pregnant and
“suggested” she get sterilized after she gave birth, “And she goes all into details. Every
little detail. She would always tell me, ‘Your family is going to starve because of what
you did. If you don’t do this, we going to take this check away from (your mother.)’”103
The check Howland is referring to is the welfare check Ramirez’ family received every
month. She seems to imply that, if Ramirez did not agree to be sterilized, then her family
would lose that money. This pressure is not subtle; not only was Howland threatening to
take away her family’s livelihood, she was blaming it on Ramirez for being selfish by not
agreeing to be sterilized. It is illegal for the government to withhold welfare payments
based on the status of one’s fertility or the number of children one has.104 This coercive
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tactic for sterilizing women takes advantage of one’s fear and lack of knowledge about
one’s rights.
Howland was equating the end of Ramirez’s fertility with the survival of her
family and giving her a “choice” of which she would like to preserve. Sterilization as the
condition of her family keeping their government benefits makes it seem as though
Ramirez had brought this upon her family through her “promiscuity” or “irresponsibility”
and this was an appropriate punishment for her actions.
After Ramirez gave birth to her daughter, Deborah, the welfare department
remained persistent and a petition for Ramirez’s sterilization eventually reached the desk
of the Eugenics Review Board. The account of Ramirez’s life the board received reads as
follows:
Nila Ruth usually runs errands and buys the groceries but takes no responsibility about the house.
She has worked at fieldwork but becomes quite argumentative and thinks she is never paid
enough. She does not get along well with her siblings.105

Disliking chores, wanting to make more money, and bickering with siblings. That was the
criteria the Eugenics Review Board used to approve Ramirez’s sterilization. There is no
mention of any mental defects, disabilities, or handicaps and there are no details about
Ramirez’s level of education or the circumstances under which she became pregnant.
There is also no record of her resistance towards sterilization or the unethical methods
that Howland used while attempting to convince her to be sterilized. This “biography”
consists only of opinions and observations. None of the statements made are factual or of
medical significance. Forced to choose between her family’s wellbeing and her
reproductive rights, Ramirez gave her consent and was sterilized three months later.
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One must not forget that the motives behind Howland’s actions may not have
been purely maleficent. There was a trend in rising illegitimate births to black American
women on welfare106 and, as a social worker, it was Howland’s duty to ensure the
wellbeing of Ramirez and her children. Howland saw there was a pregnant teenage girl
on welfare and she wanted to help her. Using the power she was given by the state,
Howland believed sterilization, even if Ramirez did not agree, was in her and her
family’s best interest; allowing Ramirez to only focus on raising one child might increase
her chances of making it off the welfare role. Howland’s actions did not stem from a
place of disgust. It seems as though the threats she made were in pursuit of a greater good
that Ramirez would eventually come to accept and embrace.
Instead of taking the time to educate Ramirez about using contraception, Howland
opted for a quick solution with a guaranteed result. Furthermore, Howland failed to fully
inform Ramirez of the permanence of the procedure she had been forced to undergo. The
colloquial phrase “getting your tubes tied” is often used to simplify tubal ligation and
suggests the possibility of a reversal; just like one can untie a knot, one should be able to
untie one’s fallopian tubes. This is false. Once a woman undergoes tubal ligation she is
permanently prevented from having children. Like many young girls and women who
“consented” to this procedure, Ramirez did not know she had been rendered infertile
forever.107 Not only does this prove the gross negligence on behalf the doctors who
preformed these operations, but it also proves they failed to obtain proper consent before
the procedure. This stands in direct violation of a patient’s right to autonomy and violates
a physician’s primary duty to do no harm.
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***
The compilation of racism, bodily management, and pity that informed the
maternalistic approach of the eugenics program in North Carolina made Ramirez’s case
normal rather than exceptional. However, toward the end of the 1960s, attitudes towards
eugenic sterilization were beginning to change. In his 1965 article, “Illegitimacy,
Sterilization, and Racism a North Carolina Case History” published in Social Service
Review, Joseph Morrison provides a surprisingly progressive critique of Jolly’s proposed
legislation to expand the state statute to sterilize any woman who gave birth to two
children out of wedlock, “The illegitimacy-sterilization-mixture is strong medicine,
which remains potentially dangerous.”108 Morrison’s use of the word “racism” to describe
the motives of the eugenics movement in 1965 in a respected academic journal shows the
changing climate of public and scholarly opinion around the subject.
The fledgling connections between race and sterilization that were being made in
conjunction with the civil rights movement helped lay the foundation for legal cases
against the state in the 1970s. With the help of the American Civil Liberties Union
(ACLU) in 1974, Ramirez sued both the state of North Carolina and the physician who
sterilized her for $1 million in damages.109 Unfortunately, the court ruled in favor of the
defendant claiming because Ramirez was sterilized in 1965 (although she did not become
aware of the extent of the permanence of the procedure until 1970) the three year statute
of limitations on issues of state negligence had expired. As a result, her case was
disqualified on a technicality.
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Though Ramirez’s legal battle was not successful, another lawsuit brought in
1974 served as the beginning of the end of the sterilization movement in the United
States. The story of Mary Alice and Minnie Relf’s sterilizations are not unique. After
moving into public housing in Alabama that was primarily for poor black Americans
residents, the Relf’s were approached by a social worker who saw both girls were
mentally disabled and recommended them for sterilization. Their mother believed that the
“X” she put on the consent form was for temporary birth control shots, not permanent
sterilization. Thus, at ages twelve and fourteen, both girls were sterilized.110
With the backing of the Southern Poverty Law Center, Relf v. Weinberger
(1974)111 contested the legality of federal sterilization laws set by the Department of
Health, Education, and Welfare (HEW.) Claiming that the sterilization laws set forth by
HEW were inadequate and did not prevent involuntary sterilization, Relf argued the laws
needed to be redrafted before coming into effect. Relf won the case and the subsequent
HEW redrafting of sterilization requirements were eventually rejected in court due to
their lack of enforcement mechanisms. This decision marked the end of federally funded
sterilization programs in the United States.
Yet, why this case and why at this time? As seen through the legal struggles of
pervious sterilization victims, justice is not always guaranteed despite the clear violations
that occurred on behalf of the state. The ruling in the Relf case was the result of a
changing political and philosophical landscape concerning self-determination.
The idea that respect for a patient’s autonomy held more weight than a
physician’s medical opinion has not always been widely accepted in the medical
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community. The notion that a doctor, as a medical expert, could override a decision made
by a patient, in the interest of their “wellbeing,” has been part of medical ethics since its
birth. This form of paternalism was embraced and viewed as a practice that both
preserved the physician’s traditional role as a healer while ensuring that patients received
the care they needed in order to stay alive. Not only was the practice of paternalism
beneficial to irrational and less informed patients, it was believed to protect society as a
whole.
However, at the beginning of the 1970s, this once strong principle of medical
ethics began to weaken through various court cases. The landmark Supreme Court
decision in Roe v. Wade (1973) legalized abortion and allowed women to have control
over their own bodies without state interference.112 This created a precedent for all
patients: they had the right to make decisions about their own bodies regardless of the
opinion of medical professionals. Not only was the medical community forced to accept
the importance autonomy played in medical decisions, but that recognition was now
being presented in the context of reproductive health.
In conjunction with Roe v. Wade, the ruling for Relf v. Weinberger occurred in the
middle of congressional hearings regarding human experimentations during the Tuskegee
Syphilis study. Based in Macon County, Alabama, the goal of the study was to examine
cases of untreated syphilis in black American men.113 In order to encourage men to
participate in the study, researchers told them they would be receive free medical care,
something which the six hundred participants had never had access to before.114 Although
the study began in 1932 when there was no cure for syphilis, in 1947, it was discovered
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that penicillin could treat the disease.115 Scientists still chose not to administer this
medication to participants and did not inform them of this medical breakthrough. The
“study” ended in 1972 after public outcry over researchers actively withholding
lifesaving treatment from their subjects.116
Although there are clear differences between Tuskegee and sterilization programs,
they do share a number of realisms. Both the “subjects” who were targeted and the
majority of sterilization victims were poor black Americans living in predominantly rural
areas with very little formal education. There is also the issue of “consent,” which
doctors, social workers, and scientists claimed to have received. Yet, it is evident this
consent was solicited under false pretenses and threats to the patient’s wellbeing.
The fact that these programs operated and ended at the same time shows the
importance of timing. Kluchin describes the political atmosphere and public reaction to
these two cases:
To many, especially those involved in the civil rights and Black Power movements, revelations of
the unethical treatment of black research subjects in America confirmed not only the continued
secondary status of black in America but also reignited concerns about medical racism.117

For a span of roughly forty years, North Carolina’s sterilization program and the
Tuskegee Syphilis study functioned without objection from the public. This is indicative
of a culture that condoned the mistreatment of poor black Americans.
Once the public and the judicial system put the sterilization movement in North
Carolina in the context of both Roe v. Wade and the Tuskegee Syphilis Study, the
undeniable racism and its civil rights violations came into question. However, after the
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state had been condemned and the program was discontinued, what was to be done? How
could victims continue to live in the society that had sterilized them against their will and
branded them as “unfit?”
In an unprecedented move in 2013, the North Carolina State Senate approved $10
million in compensation for living victims of the government’s sterilization program.118
Despite this extraordinary gesture, public awareness of this event in present day is
shockingly low. Why is it this atrocity went unacknowledged for over thirty years and
still remains absent from the historical cannon of the Unites States? Can paying financial
compensation to victims truly render a once enraged public docile? Such questions need
to be considered along with the unusual nature of how compensation was granted to
sterilization victims in North Carolina.
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Chapter 3
Compensation Without Commemoration: The Unusual Fight For Reparations And
Lack Of Public Awareness
“Plan your family, raise it too/ they can tell you what to do / all the rest is up to
you. / Go to the clinic, darling.” – Windsong, Human Betterment League of NC
television spot, 1971.
In 2013, the North Carolina General Assembly approved $10 million in the state
budget compensating victims of the state’s sterilization program.119 As the first state to
give any form of restitution to victims of its eugenics program, North Carolina has
distinguished itself as the most apologetic and proactive state in this regard. For this to
have occurred in a North Carolina legislature that is arguably the most conservative in
fifty years is unusual.120 In conjunction with pressure from reporters and a state-run task
force, this seemingly impossible goal was achieved through cooperation between an
likely assortment of political parties, organizations, and religious groups.
Although the sterilization victim’s movement had gained a considerable amount
of momentum with the end of the state’s eugenics program, there is an almost thirty year
gap between 1974 and North Carolina’s apology in 2002. Kluchin, author of Fit to be
Tied, addresses the shift within reproductive rights activism at the end of the 1970s:
119
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HEW’s publication of its revised sterilization regulations in November 1978 signaled the end of
the guidelines debate, and many local antisterilization abuse groups and coalitions disbanded soon
after the 1978 guidelines took effect… At this time, most feminists-even those committed to a
broad reproductive rights movement- turned their attention to new threats to abortion, chief among
the Hyde Amendment.121

Revised guidelines set up by the federal Department of Health, Education and Welfare
(HEW) imposed stronger regulations and consent procedures to prevent coercive
sterilizations and ended the program.122 It appears that activist groups that had lobbied on
behalf of sterilization victims considered this a decisive victory and turned their attention
towards anti-abortion legislation instated through the Hyde Amendment. Passed by
Congress in 1976, the Hyde Amendment prevented women on Medicaid from being
reimbursed for abortions except when the woman’s life was in danger and/or if the
pregnancy had resulted from rape or incest.123 This issue drew attention away from the
sterilization program and it faded into the background of the reproductive rights
movement.
North Carolina’s sterilization program remerged in the public consciousness in
2002 after a five part series of articles written by Kevin Begos, Danielle Deaver, John
Railey, and Scott Sexton entitled. “Against Their Will” chronicled the state’s sterilization
program and provoked public outcry through interviews with doctors who performed
sterilizations, former social workers, Human Betterment League records, Eugenics
Review Board meeting minutes, and victims themselves. Begos’ interest in the subject
began when he was contacted by Johanna Schoen, author of Choice and Coercion, who
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had been given access to 8,000 sterilization petitions in North Carolina in 1996. Schoen
shared these records and her years of research with Begos in 2001.124
After the final article was published in late 2002, then Democratic Governor of
North Carolina Mike Easley issued an apology for the state’s eugenics program in a
statement to the Winston-Salem Journal.125 He then created a eugenics study committee
to review the actions and records of the Eugenics Review Board and make a
recommendation about the type of restitution that should be given to victims. In August
2003, the committee’s final report stated that victims should be given education benefits
and a health fund for future medical expenses.126
However, these recommendations fell on deaf ears; after his symbolic gesture of
approval, during the rest of his term, Easley did not pursue the committee’s suggestions.
In an interview I conducted with John Railey, co-author of the “Against their Will”
series, I asked about this puzzling inconsistency. Railey replied when Easley first
apologized, an aid of Easley’s said to him, “Does he know what an apology entails? You
gotta do something with it now.”127 This comment suggests that Easely’s actions were
merely made to please the public with no intention of implementing the recommendations
of his committee.
Seizing this opportunity, Easley’s successor, Democratic Governor Beverly
Perdue, won the governorship in 2008 on a platform that included compensation for
sterilization victims. In 2010, Perdue formed the Governor’s Eugenics Compensation
Task Force to continue the work that Easley’s committee had started; the members of the

124

Schoen, Choice and Coercion, 243.
North Carolina’s apology followed apologies issued by Virginia and Oregon earlier that year.
126
Railey and Begos et al., Against Their Will, 220.
127
Railey, interview by the author, Durham, North Carolina, December 2013.
125

58
Task Force included a physician, retired judge, attorney, historian, and former journalist
who were all appointed by Perdue. Over the course of nine months, the Task Force met
eight times to discuss the recommendations from the previous committee and to hear
from state legislators and historians about the eugenics program.
The most notable meeting of the Task Force was the public hearing held on June
22, 2011. The first of its kind, victims and their family members were invited to share
their experiences of the sterilization program and thoughts on compensation
recommendations. Eliane Riddick gave one of the most compelling testimonies. At the
age of fourteen, Riddick was raped by an older neighbor and became pregnant. She gave
birth to her son 1968 and was sterilized shortly after. Riddick’s grandmother signed the
consent form with an “X” because she was illiterate. Riddick did not become aware of
her sterilization until she was twenty years old.
During her testimony, Riddick identifies her living environment as the source of
her social problems, which the Eugenics Review Board used as an indication of her
“feeblemindedness.” Riddick then passionately disputes this label and cites her future
academic success as evidence of its misjudgment:
I am not feebleminded. I’ve never been feebleminded. They slandered me. They ridiculed and
harassed me. They cut me open like I was a hog… You tell me what type of person I should be
instead of me? I never got out of the eight grade. But yet still I acquired a college degree… So
what am I worth?128

The imagery that Riddick evoked echoes the rhetoric used by the HBL to quell the
concerns of the general public about sterilization. Riddick’s analogy of being “cut open
like hog” directly contrasts the HBL’s claim that sterilization was “not your barnyard
castration.” Riddick also opposes the idea that she is unintelligent by discussing her
128
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college degree and the hardships she had to overcome to obtain an education. The final
question she posed to the Task Force about the value of her stolen fertility is nothing
short of haunting.
Riddick’s only son, Tony, spoke after her at the hearing. His testimony about his
mother’s sterilization and the difficulties he had growing up with such trauma is
articulate and moving. There is no contesting the intelligence of this child, born to an
allegedly “feebleminded’ woman.129
Seven months after this hearing, the Task Force presented its final report to
Governor Perdue with three main recommendations: a lump sum of $50,000 in financial
damages for each living victim, mental health services for living victims, and funding for
a traveling and permanent exhibit about North Carolina’s sterilization program.130 The
Task Force also recommended continuing and expanding the North Carolina Justice for
Victims of Sterilization Foundation (NCJVSF). An office of the North Carolina
Department of Administration, the NCJVSF serves as a clearing house to verify for those
who believe they were victims of the state’s sterilization program.131
The Task Force’s most contested recommendation was its decision to allot
$50,000 for living victims. Although the Task Force recognized in its final report that
there is no monetary value that can be placed on individual suffering, it needed to make a
recommendation within the current economic means of the state. This kind of
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pragmatism is expressed in an interview I conducted with Phoebe Zerwick, the former
reporter on the Task Force and current professor of journalism at Wake-Forest
University. When asked about the decision to omit the estates of the dead from receiving
compensation, Zerwick replied that making that decision was not difficult. She believed
that including this group in the Task Force’s recommendation would make the cost too
high for the State Senate to approve.
Though Zerwick’s realistic approach to compensation was successful, the absence
of any victims or family members on the Task Force is notable. One would think the
Task Force would welcome the perspective of a person who had experienced the violence
being compensated. A self-proclaimed realist, Zerwick believed the presence of a victim
might have “prolonged” Task Force discussions.132 The Task Force acknowledged this
issue by opening its meetings to the public.133
However, at what point does practicality need to be checked by personal
experience? Even if a victim had made deliberations about compensation more lengthy
and difficult, is that person’s invaluable knowledge not worth the extra time? The fact
that there are hundreds of living victims should be viewed as a positive influence rather
than a hindrance; their insights should not be the sole source of judgment, but should be
taken into consideration.
The goal of the Task Force was to produce a set of recommendations that satisfied
victims and could be approved by the North Carolina State Senate. This present the Task
Force with the challenge of convincing a Republican majority of the need to put aside
$50,000 in the state budget for every victim who came forward. With reproductive rights
132
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advocates already supporting compensation, the Task Force’s proposal needed to frame
the issue in a way that appealed to conservative political views.
Zerwick recognized this requisite and described how it informed her writing of
the final recommendation:
I for one was keenly aware that they [a Republican legislature] weren’t going to look too kindly on
a recommendation from a Democratic governor… That’s why there was a letter of transmittal that
went with the final report and the language in there I wrote a fair amount of. It articulates
conservative values about the intrusion of government into private life.134

The rhetorical strategy used by Zerwick depicts the sterilization movement as a matter of
government interference into the private lives as its citizens. Deciding to frame the issue
in terms of this violation transforms compensation into a bi-partisan issue; it is not only
about a violation of a woman’s body but the larger intrusion of the government into an
individual’s choices.
Changing the conversation from one about a woman’s reproductive autonomy to
one about more conservative values also allowed for the support of religious groups. The
most vocal of those groups were Catholics. Consistent with their general views on
abortion, they believed sterilization violated the sanctity of life and should thus be
prohibited. This linguistic manipulation allowed outside groups and legislators who
needed to maintain the support of their constituencies to join a movement mainly
associated with liberal Democrats.
In addition, the hearing the Task Force held for sterilization victims received
national coverage. Zerwick described how the former head of the NCJSVF, Charmaine
Fuller-Cooper135, contacted enough local newspapers and media outlets that the Charlotte
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Observer became interested, which led to a stories being published by the New York
Times and run on CBS and CNN. Zerwick acknowledges that all politics are local- and in
this case it was a local anecdote that made a big dilemma:
But they [the Charlotte Observer] went and did this really well done big story about the victims in
Mecklenburg County and that was important because the speaker of the House Thom Tills is from
Mecklenburg County. So the confluence of all this media attention was really really significant.136

Between 1946-1968, an estimated 185 sterilizations were performed in Mecklenburg
County, making it the most sterilized county in North Carolina.137 The discovery that the
most powerful person in the State Senate represented this county placed pressure on
Speaker of the House Thom Tills to respond to the Task Force’s recommendation.
Mecklenburg was being painted as the sterilization capital of North Carolina as the
eugenics program was gaining national recognition.
The focus placed on Macklenburg was not an accident. It appears to have been a
calculated decision that forced Tilis into the spotlight. However, according to Zerwick,
the hearings were the first time Tilis learned Mecklenburg was at the forefront of the
eugenics movement, and this shocked him.138 This further demonstrates the lack of public
awareness about the sterilization program and the significance of public testimony. The
overall narrative of the hearing was one of a problem and a solution; the harrowing
testimony of a living sterilization victim which found a in immediate through response a
compensation package. This combination of factors and Zerwick’s appeal to conservative
values allowed the compensation movement to gain the backing and momentum it needed
to be taken seriously in the State Senate.
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Although there was a considerable amount of support for compensation, not all
members of the State Senate were behind the idea. The first efforts at providing
compensation began in 2012 under Governor Perdue when the House of Representatives
proposed a bill that would have allotted a total of $11 million for victims.139 This
proposal of a lump sum meant every victim who came forward would split the overall
amount; the more victims, the less money each individual received. However, this
measure did not pass the State Senate and was thus not included in the budget that year.
The compensation bill failed based on financial and social fears for the state.
Senator Chris Carney was an opponent because he believed it would give precedent for
other groups to ask for reparations, “If we do something like this, you open up the door to
other things the state did in its history. And some, I’m sure you’d agree, are worse than
this.”140 One of the “other groups” Carney is referring to is most likely the descendants of
slaves. He believes that giving compensation to one group sends North Carolina down a
slippery slope that would lead to reparations for the thousands of people who’s ancestors
were slaves. Carney believes that compensation for sterilization victims would provide a
precedent for other victims of government initiatives to receive restitution, which could
bankrupt the state. In order to prevent that from happening, he feels it is best to not
compensate victims of any government program.
Another argument for denying compensation to victims of past state programs is
the statute of limitations on these crimes has expired. However, for a crime such as
coercive sterilization, there is no clear statue due to the unique nature of the violence that
was committed. Though the means taken were unethical, the overall act of sterilization
139
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was legal at the time of the offense. Should this program be considered medical
malpractice, which has a statute of three to ten years?141 Or perhaps the coercive nature
and human rights abuses committed makes the sterilization program a crime against
humanity, which has no statute of limitation?142 There is no obvious definition for the
sterilization program, which places it outside of any previously determined statues.
Although the same logic can be applied to reparations for slavery, there are two
major differences between these cases that compensation supporters highlighted. First,
because the sterilization program lasted until the 1970s, many victims are still alive
today. Second, the scale of the sterilization program was much smaller and affected far
less people than slavery did in North Carolina. These realities made compensation more
feasible and showed that it would not threaten the overall economic wellbeing of the
state.
Although compensation efforts failed in 2012, they were revived during
discussions about the 2013 budget. Railey provided some insight about this final push
and his own role in the process. He discussed the importance of the election of the current
Republican Governor of North Carolina Pat McCrory in 2013:
I got him to go on the record saying he supported compensation and that he was disappointed the
Senate didn’t come through with it. Then after he got in office, in January I ramped up the push in
2013. I called his public relations guy and they stood by this and I ran it.143

Printing a story about the newly elected governor supporting compensation that had been
previously defeated forced McCrory to act. With his words on record, he could not risk
being seen as a leader who did not stand by his convictions. Furthermore, unlike Easley
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and Perdue, McCrory was a Republican, which aligned him with the political majority of
the General Assembly and may have eased the minds of those formerly opposed to the
compensation bill.
This renewal of support gave the compensation movement the final push it
needed. A victory that Railey described as coming in “sleeper style,”144 the 2013 North
Carolina state budget allocated $10 million for living victims of the state’s eugenics
program.145 This funding only covered monetary compensation; the Task Force’s
recommendations for mental health services and a traveling exhibit were not given
funding.
***
As of 2010, the North Carolina State Center for Health Statistics estimates as
many as 2,944 victims out of the overall 7,600 may still be alive today.146 However, as of
April 2014, only 199 out of the 376 claims filed have been successfully verified by the
NCJSVF.147 One possible explanation for this struggle is that essential information was
missing from the Eugenics Review Board records. Many lack social security numbers,
full names, and valid addresses for victims, making them difficult to find. 148 In addition,
the passage of compensation required victims who had already been verified to file new
paper work.149 With the June 30, 2014 deadline for verification swiftly approaching, it is
unclear how the state will remedy these bureaucratic problems.
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Although the vague nature of these records is a legitimate obstacle in the
verification process, it is troubling that less than four hundred people out of an almost
four thousand alleged victim population have come forward. How can a movement that
placed so much importance on media attention be unable to reach those for whom their
efforts were on behalf of? How much value can be placed in the act of compensating if
only a fraction of victims are able to benefit from its passage? Should we measure the
effectiveness of reparations for these human rights abuses by their practical application or
their symbolism? One must ask if the intentions behind compensation were to sincerely
apologize for discriminatory violence committed against citizens of North Carolina, or
the ease the conscience of a publically shamed government.
A potential explanation for the small number of victims that have come forward is
the inability of the government to inform elderly victims about compensation procedures.
A majority of sterilization victims lived in poor rural areas and it possible they have not
moved. Due to their economic status, age, and location, more modern methods of raising
awareness about the necessary steps for verification may not be effective means of
reaching them. Zerwick recognized this obstacle and proposed a more hands-on approach
towards outreach:
To reach people who have mental illness or some kind of mental retardation or were at least really
poor, a Twitter campaign isn’t going to work, even TV or radio or newspapers. I think they needed
to send someone like Charmaine [Fuller-Cooper] on the road to every county working with
churches and community centers, places really reaching out to people.150

We live in a technological age that has replaced this type of grass-roots information
spreading with mass text messages and email blasts. Finding victims who may be
illiterate or mentally incompetent is a process that takes time and a human presence.
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Zerwick’s proposal requires a significant amount of effort and money; it is the
type of investigative outreach that entails a true commitment to public awareness. This
idea also raises the issue of manpower. Fuller-Cooper is only one person and cannot be
everywhere. Should funding be given for such outreach efforts, perhaps this money
would be best spent educating employees and prominent community leaders about the
sterilization program and compensation movement. There is already an established bond
between these groups; the power of trust in local communities cannot be over looked
when addressing issues of governmental abuse. Although Fuller-Cooper has
demonstrated her commitment to victim advocacy through her running of the NCJSVF,
she is still an employee of the state. It is possible many victims may still harbor a deepseeded mistrust of government institutions and will not respond to Fuller-Cooper in that
role.
Furthermore, this proposal would depend heavily on the addresses given in the
Eugenics Review Board Records, which would not account for victims who have moved
out of state. How is a victim who is perhaps living in a nursing home in Virginia with
little access to the news supposed to stay informed about the compensation movement?
The problem with finding out-of state victims was never fully addressed by the Task
Force or the North Carolina General Assembly. It may be the case that such outreach is
impossible to coordinate without the presence of an office similar to the NCJSVF in other
states. The possibility of this occurring is highly unlikely in the next two and a half
months before the compensation deadline.
This leads to the question of why there was an expiration date placed on
compensation. If it has been determined that there are no statutes of limitations for the
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eugenics program, then why does one exist for compensation? The practical answer lies
in the idea to provide a set amount of money for victims no matter how many are
verified; if victims are to come forward with no time limit, it would be impossible for the
compensation money to be divided equally.
However, this condition feels more like a governmental loophole than a fair
method of restitution. From requiring victims to redo forms they have already completed
to placing the onus of locating victims on one poorly staffed and funded office, it appears
as though the government cares more about the publicity of its apology than the actual
impact. This can be seen through the lack of effort put towards raising public awareness
about the sterilization program.
One of the suggestions that the Task Force made was for a traveling exhibit to be
funded in order to spread the history of the movement throughout the state. The exhibit,
which was in part curated by Choice and Coercion author Johanna Schoen, is comprised
of a fourteen-panel display that allows visitors to listen to victim’s stories while tracing
the history of the movement.151 This combination of personal accounts with historical
information lets the viewer to gain an understanding of the eugenics movement that exists
outside of the confines of a museum. It memorializes and educates viewers while
reminding them that although the movement in is the past, its victims still exist in the
present.
The exhibit was launched in 2007 at the North Carolina Museum of History in
Raleigh, NC. Following its debut, former Democratic Representative Larry Womble152 of
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Winston-Salem, North Carolina traveled with the exhibit to two out of many colleges that
had requested the exhibit be shown before funding ran out. Although originally given
through the NCJSVF, more funding could not be provided due to the mounting costs of
the victim verification process. The Task Force estimated that it would cost $40,000$70,000 for the exhibit to be restored. 153 It included the restoration of the exhibit in its
recommendation, but it was not part of the final budget.
Today, the exhibit is currently being stored in a warehouse at the North Carolina
History Museum in Raleigh, North Carolina. The fact that this exhibit is not on
permanent display at a museum dedicated to North Carolina’s history in the state’s
capitol demonstrates a lack of commitment by the government to raising public
awareness about this issue. Furthermore, the permanent exhibit in the museum about the
history of North Carolina has no mention of the sterilization program or the state’s
eugenic past.
The only permanent public commemoration that exists about the eugenics
program is a highway marker in Raleigh. Throughout the city, the government installed
various markers that give a short blurb about a famous moment in North Carolina’s
history. On the corner of McDowell and Jones Street, there is a plaque that reads,
“Eugenics Board: State action led to the sterilization by choice or coercion of over 7,600
people. 1933-1973. Met after 1939 one block E.”154 Although this information is repeated
on the other side of the plaque, a large tree obscures the other view.
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This “memorial” marks the location of the North Carolina Eugenics Review
Board that met one block East of the plaque’s location. It does nothing to capture the
harm unjustly inflicted by the state on those who were sterilized and reads like a footnote
rather than an acknowledgement of suffering. As the only visible reminder of the
sterilization program, this plaque has the responsibility to adequately portray and embody
the eugenics program. Although the word “coercive” is used, one would not infer by the
presentation of the plaque the extent to which North Carolina has gone to compensate
sterilization victims.
It is easy to point out the inadequacies of the state’s effort to apologize to
sterilization victims, there are puzzling inconsistencies in terms of public awareness,
education, and outreach. However, one must remember that North Carolina is the first
and only state to not only apologize but give victims reparations. The fact that $10
million dollars in the state budget is set to be given to victims is extraordinary and most
victims were thrilled by this decision. Even Womble, the most prominent advocate for
public education of the sterilization program, acknowledged the uniqueness of the
compensation movement, “We’re the only state in this nation and possibly the only one
in the world right here in North Carolina to do something to address this ugly chapter in
North Carolina’s history.”155 Although there are glaring problems with the state’s
approach towards informing the public, the actions of the Task Force and General
Assembly should be commended.
A simple step North Carolina could take towards educating the public is
integrating a section on eugenics into its public school curriculum. The only mention of
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the word “eugenics” is in the high school American History II curriculum. Under the
section that requires teachers to analyze how conflict and compromise have shaped the
politics, economics, and culture of the United States, “eugenics” is listed as a possible
example along with Prohibition, Social Darwinism, and anti-war protests.156 There is no
mention of the extent or context in which a teacher is required to discuss eugenics in the
United States. Since the movement is most widely associated with Nazi Germany, it is
possible its presence in the United States post-WWII could be overlooked.
Furthermore, it is unsettling that there is no course material specific to North
Carolina’s history with eugenics. The intensity and longevity of the state’s program
distinguishes it from other states and should be singled out. How is one supposed to gain
an accurate understanding of American history when such an important chapter is
omitted? If public school teachers are not specifically required to discuss North
Carolina’s eugenics program, then there is no guarantee that this information will be
conveyed to their students.
One would think that a state which has put so much time, effort, and money into
an apology for sterilization victims would jump at the chance to include a unit in its
state’s history curriculum. Why would it spend $10 million dollars on an apology but put
nothing in place to ensure that future generations know about this event? There are a
plethora of shameful events in the history of the United States; when a tangible apology
is given, it should be honored not hidden. Compensation for victims is an historic
achievement that seemed nearly impossible due to the political divides in the General
Assembly.
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There is no single answer for North Carolina’s perplexing lack of public outreach
and education about its sterilization program. The economic argument that has been made
in an attempt to rationalize this discrepancy is weak due to the cost of compensation.
Perhaps the answer is in the publicity surrounding the compensation movement. Railey
recognized the political points that republicans scored by pushing through a
philosophically liberal bill:
You know the great irony is that the democrats created this program and failed to correct it and it
took the republicans to do that. I told them in private conversations that this would be quite the
coup if y’all beat the democrats at their own game. Also we’d tell them from a Machiavellian
point of view, you couldn’t buy the kind of advertising that NC is getting worldwide form this.157

In a traditionally liberal southern state that is slowly becoming more conservative, an
unmatched act of atonement could serve as a way to gain the support of liberal North
Carolinians. Such an achievement could give Republican legislators significant leverage
in future elections; it took the election of a Republican governor to achieve a goal that
could not be accomplished by two consecutive Democratic governors. This further
destabilizes a Democratic party that is losing control over the state while presenting
conservatives as united and as champions of human rights.
This “advertising” also had the potential to benefit Republicans at the national
level. Tillis is currently in running for the 2014 Republican nomination for the United
States Senate. It has yet to be seen whether his support for compensation will allow him
to gain any political ground with voters who otherwise might not have supported him.
There is also the possibility that efforts to publically commemorate victims and
educate the pubic are still being formulated. This speaks to the unfortunate reality that
change occurs in small increments over long periods of time. If efforts to incorporate the
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history of the state’s eugenics program into the lives of North Carolinians are still being
crafted, it may be years before they are brought to fruition. The prominence of the
compensation movement has positioned North Carolina as the model for eugenics
reparations around the world. Hopefully, this momentum will allow the state to use its
eugenics program as a lesson in abuse and apology. Present and future generations can
learn about the sterilization movement in a way contextualizes rather than demonizes the
state’s actions and its efforts to right this wrong.
As a society, we cannot allow the eugenics movement to remain hidden in plain
sight. The battle for victim compensation in North Carolina shows how difficult the
process can be. Spanning over ten years, this achievement relied heavily on a confluence
of political strategies and media coverage. Although victims have expressed primarily
their desire for financial compensation, this does not mean other states should abandon
efforts to commemorate their programs if such restitution is not given. There is no excuse
for the general public to be uneducated about the history of eugenics in the United States;
it is a crucial aspect of our nation’s history that deserves a place within its historical
cannon.
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Conclusion
Far From Over: Sterilization In The Year 2014 And The Advent Of Neoeugenics In
America
“I’ve been working on the railroad, all the livelong day. / I’ve been working on
the railroad, but not to pass the time away. / Five kids at home are a waiting,
waiting for the bread I’ll bring. / Honey do me just one favor, / find out about that
clinic thing.” –Windsong, Human Betterment League of NC television spot,
1971.
The combination of public acceptance, governmental maternalism, and victim
compensation in North Carolina distinguishes it as both the most severe and the most
apologetic state for its sterilization program. This story is one of conflicting views and
alleged beneficence. Champions of the birth control movement worked side by side with
those who were directly responsible for the continuation of the eugenics program. Even
social workers, who are viewed as the protectors of children and those in need, believed
their actions were benefiting the greater good. That is why the final chapter of the North
Carolina eugenics program should be viewed as an overall triumph; politicians put aside
their differing political ideologies and united around an unexpected form of justice.
Unfortunately, this historic achievement did not mark the end of eugenics in
America. In July 2013, the Center for Investigative Reporting documented the use of
sterilization within the California women’s prison system; from 2006-2010, nearly 150
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female inmates were sterilized without required state approval.158 State records and
interviews also suggested about one hundred more sterilizations were preformed dating
back to the late 1990s. According to the report, women were targeted who had served
multiple prison terms and already had children.159
Although the circumstances under which these sterilizations were performed are
different, the justifications for them are strikingly similar to those offered in the past. Dr.
James Heinrich, who performed the majority of the sterilizations, claims he only
performed the procedure on women who had already undergone three C-sections, which
made future pregnancies dangerous to their health. However, inmates claim that Heinrich
pressured them be sterilized even when they had had only one previous C-section. In
addition, they claimed they were unaware of the extent of the procedure and were often
times propositioned while in the midst of giving birth. 160
The HBL and Eugenics Review Board used a comparable narrative of protection
when determining who should be sterilized. This maternalistic action is taken one step
further when applied to the prison system. Incarcerated people have been stripped of their
most basic human rights and are under the protection of the state; they no longer posses
full autonomy or free will. Thus, by targeting women who already had multiple children
and incarcerations, these sterilizations were viewed as protective measures in their best
interests.
Heinrich also claimed that this procedure was a form of “empowerment” for these
women because it provided them with the same quality of medical care as women who
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were not incarcerated.161 This notion that physicians in prisons are providing women with
“equal opportunity” for medical care again frames them as humanitarians and crusaders
for women’s rights.
However, these pious claims to protect women’s health and provide them with
opportunities are trumped by what seems in reality to be Henirich’s true motive: lowering
welfare costs. He made this clear in his explanation of why the total cost of $147,460 to
the state for the sterilizations was a worthy investment, “Over a 10-year period, that isn’t
a huge amount of money compared to what you save in welfare paying for these
unwanted children as they procreate more.”162 Unlike eugenicists of the past, he seems
comfortable with making public the proposition that women who are on welfare should
not be allowed to have more children.163
This discovery shows that the eugenics movement is not dead; it has simply been
reimagined and imposed on a less visible group. Opinions regarding women who receive
government benefits seem to have changed little in the last sixty years. Instead of
learning from sterilization movements of the past, states have found more covert ways of
implementing a eugenic agenda. With an incarceration rate nearly six times higher than
that of white Americans, black Americans make up the majority of prisoners in United
States. 164 These actions perpetuate a historic distrust that black Americans have of the
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medical system and continues to portray women on welfare as irresponsible mothers
looking for a government handout.
States must stop indulging in eugenic practices like sterilization as substitutes for
genuine policy approaches to systemic issues such as poverty and education. They are
unjust. Rather than “solving the problem” of the number of people on welfare by
coercing them into being sterilized, the government should instead focus on creating
programs that promote reproductive education and the importance of contraception. Such
an approach would allow citizens access to the knowledge they need to make informed
decisions about their reproductive choices and to various forms of birth control. The
promotion of job training programs would allow those below the poverty line to learn
skills that give them the potential for upward economic mobility. Though such programs
may cost more to the state than a tubal ligation, they are long-term solutions to these
issues.
It must also be noted the actual act of sterilization is not a terrible procedure only
used to prevent “undesirable” members of the population from reproducing; it is a form
of birth control many women and men want. Nikki Montano, a forty-two year old inmate
at Valley State Prison for Women in Chowchilla, California and mother of seven,
considered her tubal ligation a positive change in her life.165 The issue lies not in the
procedure itself, but in the manner through which it is presented and the power exerted by
officials in its implementation. Physicians and state institutions must stop imposing their
own beliefs about who should and should not be having children and instead strive to
provide everyone with enough information to make this choice for themselves.
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However, the development of technologies such as genetic screenings now allows
for eugenics to operate in more subtle ways. In her essay, “The Social Immorality of
Health in the Gene Age,” Dorothy Roberts discusses how race, disability, and inequality
are manifested in modern medicine, “Both race-specific medicine and genetic selection
technologies stem from a medical model that attributes problems cause by social
inequities to individuals genetic makeup and holds individuals, rather than the public,
responsible for fixing these inequities.”166 Roberts worries, then, that current medical
models have the potential to turn into eugenics programs through their focus on
addressing societal issues through interventions in the human genome.
This form of neoeugenics is conducted not through sterilization, but through the
removal of certain genes deemed “undesirable.” Though it is currently being explored in
terms eradiating of genetic diseases, the potential problems of social engineering seem
obvious: who decides which genes are “good” and “bad?” If the argument for the
removal of these genes is about the quality of life of one’s potential offspring, why stop
at genetically inherited diseases? The field of epigenetics studies genes that are “turned
on” by certain environmental factors.167 If certain genes are activated by environmental
factors associated with the living conditions of people in low-income areas, should
people who carry these genes and live in such environments not be allowed to reproduce?
If they did choose to assume this risk, would this make them “bad parents” due to
conditions beyond their control? This research needs to be carefully conducted and
monitored to ensure that its findings do not lead in this direction.
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For many women, the ability to be a mother and bring life into the world is
intimately tied with their identity; when this capability is stripped from them, they no
longer feel like women. In a recent New York Times article about infertility among black
American women, Regina Townsend discussed in her blog the specific issues related to
fertility among black and Hispanic American women, “The stigma attached to us is that
it’s not hard to have kids, and that we have a lot of kids. And when you’re the one that
can’t, you feel like, ‘I’ve failed.”168 Though Townsend is discussing the impact of natural
causes of infertility, the barrenness that results from sterilization has the same effect. For
this ability to be removed because one is deemed “unfit” to perform an action that is an
essential part of one’s personal and cultural identity is devastating.
Reducing the number of people living in poverty is not an issue that can be solved
through one medical procedure; it requires a transformation of the way we view human
rights. Founded on the principles of dignity and respect, human rights cannot continue to
be viewed as purely theoretical and “unrealistic.” Integrating them into the fabric of our
culture takes time and perseverance. Our society stands on the precipice of another era of
eugenics and we must ensure such violations do not repeat themselves.
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Appendix A
“What do you know about sterilization?” Human Betterment League of North Carolina,
1945
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Appendix B
“You wouldn’t expect…” Human Betterment League of North Carolina, 1950
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Appendix C
“Lucky Morons” Dr. Clarence Gamble, 1947

Once there was a MORON, that means
a person that wasn't very bright.
he couldn't add figures
or make change
or do many things
an ordinary man does.
So he couldn't find a job
and the RELIEF OFFICE
had to help him out
for YEARS AND YEARS.
And one day he met
another MORON
who wasn't any cleverer than he was.
But SHE was nicer to him
than anyone had ever been.
And so he MARRIED HER.
And soon there was a BABY,
and then ANOTHER
and ANOTHER
and ANOTHER.
And the welfare department
had to pay the family
MORE of the TAXPAYER'S
MONEY
and MORE
and MORE
and MORE
And when the children grew
up and went to school
They couldn't learn
very fast
because they had inherited poor minds
from their parents.
They had to repeat MANY
GRADES in the school,
and never learned very much
and never were able to
GET A JOB.
and they cost the schoolboard
and the relief office
and the taxpayer

THOUSANDS OF DOLLARS.
AND THESE CHILDREN MARRIED
TOO - - So the story goes on
to grandchildren
and greatgrandchildren
and so on forevermore.
Now there was another MORON
who also was a little stupid
and couldn't learn very
much but he lived in
NORTH CAROLINA
and that was very fortunate
for him.
For the Department of Welfare
in his county
Made him one of the
lucky morons
who went to CASWELL TRAINING
SCHOOL.
There he had a mental test
and he was taught a trade
simple enough to fit his brains,
and because the tests showed
he wouldn't ever be very
bright
Or be able to earn enough
to feed a family,
and because his children
might be feebleminded, too,
a surgeon performed
A SIMPLE OPERATION
which didn't change him AT ALL,
or take ANYTHING out of his
body, but kept him from
having any children.
And after a year or two
a JOB was found for him
which, because of his special training
he DID WELL,
and he earned enough
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to be SELF-SUPPORTING.
And after a while he met a
GIRL
She, too, wasn't very bright,
but they liked each other.
And she, too, had been to
CASWELL for training
and had a JOB and a
surgeon had PROTECTED her from UNWANTED
CHILDREN, without
making her different in any other way from other women.
And because they loved
each other, they married
and WERE HAPPY just as other couples are.
Both kept on with their
Jobs so they were still
SELF SUPPORTING.
And there weren't any children's
mouths to feed ---- although
they wouldn't have
known why if
the operation hadn't
been explained to them.
And with just the two in the
Family, they kept on
being SELF SUPPORTING,
and they were very thankful they lived in NORTH CAROLINA.
And the WELFARE DEPARTMENT
DIDN'T have to feed them
and the SCHOOLS didn't
have to waste their efforts on
any of their children who weren't very bright.
And because they had been
STERILIZED, the taxpayers of
North Carolina had
saved
THOUSANDS OF DOLLARS
and the North Carolina MORONS LIVED
HAPPILY EVER AFTER.
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Appendix D
Eugenics Highway Marker, Raleigh, NC

